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'I”ulsbookbeganas a study of three central works of
twentieth-century American historical writing I intended
at first to write rather full essays on the setting and influence
of Frederick Jackson Tumer's The Significance of the Frontier
in American History, Charles A. Beard's An Economic In-
terpretation of the Constitution of the United States, and V. L.
Parrington’s Main Currents in American Thought, and to set
in order my own views on the issues raised by the large body
of crticism that has grown up around them As I went an, the
historical setting in which these works emerged and thelr
sources in the lives of the authors began to compel my atten-
Hon. I found myself writing not merely historiographical
criticism but a certain measure of intellectual history and
even, in a imited way, of biography It seemed less sensible
than I had first imagined to write about Turner’s ideas on the
frontier without glving some attention to his other notions—
an sectionallsm, for example—or on Beard's study of the
Constitution without saylng a good deal about his use of the
economic interpretation of history, his approach to the prob-
lem of historical knowledge, and finally his ideas on foreign
policy But in some respects the original design of this book
is still evident in its present form The reader who wonders
why I have given so much more attention to Beard's book on
the Constitution than to all his other writlngs taken together
must remember that it was my first intention to write ahout
that book alone, ang that whatever I have done with his other
concerns has been in the hope of illuminating the leading
ideas and the particular style of thought that are evident in
this basie work.

Few readers, 1 believe, will be puzzled as to why I started
with works by these three men I might easily have written
also about Carl Becker, who had 2 subtler ming and wrote
better prose than any of them and who might have qualified
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xii INTRODUCTION

too as a “Progressive” historian. But no single book of Becker's
compared in 1ts effects with the three I began with; and quite
aside from my wish to keep a long book from getting still
longer, and my awareness of two admirable books on his
historical thought by Cushing Strout and Burleigh Taylor
Wilkins, Becker's influence on our thinking about American
history was not to be compared with that of my trio. My
critennon was, above all, influence; and among writers on
American history it was Turner, Beard, and Parrington who
gave us the pivotal ideas of the first half of the twentieth
century. It was they who seemed to be able to make American
history relevant to the political and intellectual issues of the
moment. It was their ideas that seemed most worth exploring
and testing, and it was they who inspired one young man after
another to take up history as a profession.

In grouping these three as Progressive historians I do
no more than follow the precedent of other recent writers on
American histornnography. Not one of them was, to be sure, an
easily classifiable partisan in the day-to-day national politics
of their time, but all of them took their cues from the intellec-
tual ferment of the period from 18go to 1915, from the
demands for reform raised by the Populists and Progressives,
and from the new burst of political and intellectual activity
that came with these demands They were directed to their
major concerns by the political debate of their time, they in
turn contributed to it by gving reform politics a historical
rationale. It was these men above all others who explained the
American liberal mind to itself in historical terms. Progressive
historical writing did for history what pragmatism did for
philosophy, sociological jurisprudence for law, the muckraking
spirit for journalism, and what Parrington called “critical real-
ism” for letters If pragmatism, as someone has said, provided
American hberalism with its philosophical nerve, Progressive
historiography gave it memory and myth, and naturahzed it
within the whole framework of American histornical experi-
ence.

If I call these men Progressive historians, however, it is
not because of 2 desire to group them together as an alto-
gether unitary “school,” still less to suggest that they took
precisely the same view of the political changes of their age.
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Although they came from the same region and belonged
roughly to the same class and generation, they bad different
experiences, they were different in temperament, and their
ideas did not always coincide Beard, for example, was quick to
see that the fronter idea, though linked at certain points to
American insurgency, was also overiaid with a kind of caon-
servatlsm and even of nationalist complacency Both he and
Parrington responded more positively to the leftward ten-
dencles in the heterogeneous movement that we loosely de-
scribe as Progressivism, while Turner might be said to have
belonged to it conservative wing And in the New Deal era,
just when Turner's ideas were beginning to be questioned
sharply by a new generation of historians, the ideas of Par-
rington and Beard probably reached the peak of their in-
fluence Even between these two, who stood closer to each
other intellectually than either did to Turner, there were some
important intellectual differences There was in Beard, except
for the last years of his life, a pervasive note of hard-boiled
iconoclasmn about most aspects of the American tradition,
which made it impossible for him to celebrate with Parring-
ton's warmth the legacy of Jeffersonian liberalism To such
differences in personal style and thought I hope 1 have done
Justice in the text.

T have asked myself why I wrote this book, and why
at this time From a public, impersonal point of view, there
is excellent reason for it the past twenty years have heen
a period of exceptionally rich productivity and lively argu-
ment in American historical writing, in the course of which
the Progressive historlans have been scrutinized very closely,
criticized elaborately, sometimes ferociously, and subjected
to a thorongh revaluation Very hitle of the relevant litera-
ture is known to the general intellectual reading public,
and though it has been brulted about that, say, Beard's
book on the Constitution is no longer so highly thought of
as it once was, few laymen have more than the vaguest
ldea why Yet I cannot quite say that I began this as an
effort at popularization, 2 worthwhile task in its own right
but nat one of my pre-eminent interests I started this book
out of a personal engagement with the subject, out of some
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sense of the incompleteness of my reckoning with my in-
tellectual forebears, out of the feeling I have about this
and other subjects that I do not quite know what I think
until I bave written it, and the conwviction that if I did
not write about these men now the clanfication that I hoped
for from such a reckoning might never take place, At the
pomnt at which I began to have some identity as a histo-
rian, it was the work of these men, particularly Beard and
Parnngton, that interested me as supplying the gwmding
1deas to the understanding of Amencan history. Along with
many other professional histornans of my generation, strange
as it seems to me now, I took up American history under
the inspiration that came from Charles and Mary Beard's
The Rise of American Cwilization, and my first professional
essay, published thirty years ago, was an attempt to take issue
with some of their suggestions about the origins of the Civil
War, Later, at a time when my own conceptions of our his-
tory were beginning to take form, I found myself impelled
to write again about all three of these men and to take
some note of their critics.! A good deal of what has gone
into this book is then a repnse of that perennial battle we
wage with our elders, particularly with our adopted intel-
lectual fathers If we are to have any new thoughts, if we
are to have an intellectual identity of our own, we must
make the effort to distinguish ourselves from those who pre-
ceded us, and perhaps pre-eminently from those to whom
we once had the greatest indebtedness. Even 1f our quar-
rels are only marginal and minor (though I do not think
that can be said of the differences discussed here), we must
make the most of them.

It has occurred to me in some of my wrier moments that
as I feel myself all too rapidly becoming an elder in my
turn, there may be some reassurance in recalling or re-
enacting my own parricidal forays. But there is surely some-

I See “The Tariff Issue on the Eve of the Civil War,” Amencan
Historical Review, 44 (1938), 50-5, “Parrington and the Jeffer-
sonian Tradition,” Journal of the History of Ideas, 2 (1941 ), 391~
4qo0, ‘“Turner and the Frontier Myth,” American Scholar, 18
(1949), 433~43; “Beard and the Constitution* The History of An
Idea,” Amerfcan Quarterly, 2 (1950), 195~21a, reprinted as
“Charles Beard and the Constitution,” in Howard K. Beale, ed,
Charles A, Beard (x954), 75~92
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thing more than the generational gap at stake in all the
criticism to which the Progressive historlans have been
subjected Turner was born in 1861, Beard and Parring-
ton within ten years of the end of the Civil War, and they
all came of age just at the tme when the movements of
protest against the evils of late nineteenth-century indus-
triallsm were coming to a head Their leading critics
have been born in the twentieth century, many of them
after the First World War Progressive history had been
written to meet several needs that are no longer felt in the
same way, and it began to seem, to members of my gen-
eration, somewhat too insular and too nostalgic Those of
us who grew up during the Great Depression and the Sec-
ond World War could no longer share the simple faith
of the Progressive writers in the sufficiency of American
liberalism We found ourselves living in a more complex
and terrlfylng world, and when we set about criticizing the
Progressive historlans I helleve it was with a keener sense
of the difficulties of life and of the problem of rendenng
it in intelligible historical terms Even those of thefr guid-
ing ideas that still seemed to be valid now seemed marginal
rather than central, and many of their interpretative ideas
rested on some kind of identification of the past and pres-
ent that we could easily see through, not because we were
cleverer but because thetr present was no longer oure Grad-
uelly they ceased to be the leading interpreters of our past
and became stmply a part of it

So much of the historiographical critlcism of the past
twenty years has been destructive that my own task has
Inevitably been destructive also, but I hope some signs of
my affection for these writers are still visihle Perhaps at
points a tentative note can also be heard At one time or
another [ have changed my mind about each of these men,
and it is by no means Inconceivable to me that on some
counts I may change it again The historcal returns are
never complete, even now we are beginning to hear from
some precincts we had forgotten about, and some of the
revisions are being revised, perhaps to good effect A very
large part of what historians differ about boils down to
questions of emphasls, to arguments about how much stress
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we want to put on this factor rather than that, when we
all admat that both were at work. And I see no way of ar-
riving at a final consensus on questions of this kind. I take
comfort in a remark Carl Becker once made in objecting to
the very idea of a definitive history: “Who cares to open a
book that is without defect or amiable weakness?”

I have tried to keep criticism within fair bounds at
every point, but it has occurred to me at the end that I
have committed one injustice to my subjects which can
now be remedied only by bringing it to the attention of
the reader. What I have done is to test Progressive histori-
cal writing against the work that has come after it, by
companison, my efforts to set it against the work that pre-
ceded it are relatively spare and perfunctory. I might have
conveyed a keener sense of the onginal ments of the Pro-
gressive writers had I made a fuller and more elaborate
study of the generation that came before them Though I
have indeed begun with a chapter on historical writing be-
fore Turner’s day, it is not a detalled analysis of the state
of historical work just before the Progressives arrived on
the scene, but a long impressionistic leap through our his-
torical writing from the early nineteenth century. In spar-
ing myself a close and intense reckoning with the voluminous
literature of the period from 1870-1g900, I may have spared
the reader as well as myself some tedium; but I suppose
that the Progressive historians would have emerged some-
what stronger if I had said at length what I have said in
brief The Progressives opened up arguments 1n areas where
there had been too much agreement and too much com-
placency They took the writing of American history out of
the hands of the Brahmins and the satisfied classes, where
it had too exclusively rested, and made it responsive to
the intellectual needs of new types of Americans who were
beginning to constitute a productive, insurgent intelligent-
sia. They were in the vanguard of a new generation of Mid-
western scholars who were deeply involved in the critical
ferment that was felt at the beginning of the century, re-
bellious about the neglect of their own region, eager tc make
up for the past failure of historians to deal with the inter-
ests of the common man and with the historic merits of
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movements of reform They attempted to find & usable past
related to the broadest needs of a nation fully launched upon
its own Industrialization, and to make history an active in-
strument of self-recognition and self-improvement Some-
thing important we do indeed owe them, and 1 hope it will
not be smothered bere in the folds of criticism.

Welifleet, Mass
New York, NY RH
June 1966-March 1968
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CHAPTER 1

Historical Writing
Before Turner

What should be done for the stop, the
turn of this Degeneracy? 'l shew them

the Graves of their dead Fathers
—Cotton Mather, 17032

I regard any concecsion as te popular

lusions as a blemish.
—Heury Adams, 18go

I

EMORY s the thread of personal identity, history of pub-
M lc identity Men who have achieved any civic existence
at all must, to sustain it, have some kind of history, though
it may be history that is partly mythological or simply untrue
That the business of history always invalves a subtle trans-
action with clvic identity hag loug been understaad, even in
America where the sense of time js shallow Ope of our early
nineteenth-century promoters of canals and public works was
also a promoter of historical collections because he under-
stoed with perfect clarity that there was some relation be-
tween the two “To visit a people who have no history,” he
wrote, “i5 like going fnto a wilderness where there are no
roads to direct a traveller The people have nothing to which
they can look back, the wisdom and acts of their forefathers
are fargotten, the experience of one generation is lost to the
succeeding one, and the consequence is, that people have little
attachment to their state, their policy bas no system, and
thefr legislature no decided character ™!

The historians of the nineteenth century worked under
the pressure of two Internal tensions on one side there wag
the constant demand of society—whether through the nation-

! Archibald D Murphey, quoted in David D Van Tassel, Record-
tng America's Past (1560), 104 el

3



4 THE PROGRESSIVE HISTORIANS

state, the church, or some special group or class interest—
for memory mixed with myth, for the historical tale that
would strengthen group loyalties or confirm national pride;
and against this there were the demands of critical method,
and even, after a ttme, the goal of writing “scientific” history.
Again, history had a double vocational inheritance of its
own It had onginated as a branch of literature, or of hter-
ature modified by certamn philosophical objectives. It was now
Increasingly put to the task of modeling itself after mine-
teenth-century science, of responding to imperatives of craft
that had nothing to do with literature and whose advocates
sometimes even scorned the idea that history is a literary
art. All this the histonans of the United States shared with
their fellows elsewhere, but they had peculiar problems arising
out of distinctive aspects of American experience. “It’'s a com-
plex fate, being an Amernican,” Henry James once said, and
American historical writing bears witness to him. The prob-
lem of American 1dentity, especially poignant because the
business of becoming American involved at some point in
every family tree the shock of deracination and the trial of
starting anew, was also multifarious because regional and
national loyalties pulled against each other, as did the im-
peratives of different classes, ethnic groups, races. Americans
seem, too, to make remarkably intense demands upon their
history, perhaps because they have so little of it, because
50 much of the heritage of the human past had no remainders
or monuments on these shores, and that therefore some kind
of mythological substitutes had to be demsed. And, while it
is no doubt true to some degree everywhere that history
doubles for political theory and has even in secular ages
taken on some of the work of theology, it is perhaps more
keenly true in the United States. An intensely political people
with some remarkable political achievements to take pride in,
the Americans nonetheless produced, despite the unquestion-
able brilliance of John Adams and James Madison, not a
single political theorist of the first rank, and the best of their
political thinking was done before the eighteenth century
was over A religious people, as modern peoples go, they
steered away from doctrine, and produced, at least after
Edwards, no great theologians. But the writing of history,
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in which they showed remarhable distinction, producing an
fmpressive number of capable writers and a few great ones,
seemns to bave taken on a considerably enlarged burden, both
in expressing their politics and embodying their values in one
or another variety of hstorical theodicy When the New Eng-
landers ceased to belleve, they wrote history, when the South-
erners went down to defeat, they did the same

Time 15 the basic dimension of history, but the basic
dimension of the American imagination is space The lessons
and the insprration Americans crave from thelr history they
have had to find in the face of their grossly foreshortened
genge of tme and thelr recurrent disposition to look rather
disdainfully upon the remoter past We have, it is commonly
said, no monuments, no ruing, no palpable reminders of the
ancient history of the race On our own shores, for all prac-
tical purposes, American history begins with the seventeenth
century, cut off from feudal and prefeudal memories West
of the Appalachians it begins (except for a few areas) only
with the elghteenth century, and is largely a thing of the
nineteenth Most important, what could stili be called not so
long ago the entire first half of American history—that s,
the colonial period down to about the 1760’s—has largely
been lost to the Amencan umaginaton For that epoch we
have no sense of history, only an episodic mythology Even to
the instructed popular mind there is no sense of an American
past runuing continuocusly back into those times, no meamng-
ful sequence of events covering this long pedod in which the
separate pattern of Amercan life emerged and our {nstitutiong
teok on much of their distinctive character What we do have
a8 n substitute for a historical conception of this span of
time is a serles of tableaux, of timeless, frozen vignettes, each
one of which seems to establish a moral or convey a message
the Pgrim fathers and pioneer courage, John Smith and
early hardships, Cotton Mather and Puritan intolerance,
Roger Williams and heroic dissent, John Peter Zenger and
freedom of the press, Colontal Williamsburg and the charm
of the olden times Americans seem to conceive of their
history within a very shallow time span, 1n which one age ig
very much like another, in which the Founding Fathers be-
come timeless oracles, to be comsulted for wisdom on perplex-
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ing current problems There is something comfortable about
this, but it is grossly deceptive, it encourages anachronism,
the blurring of historical lines, the failure to develop a sense
for what is distinctive about each epoch and how one gives
way to another Both the conservative nationalist historians
of the Gilded Age and the Progressive historians of Charles A.
Beard’s generation sometimes fell into this trap, converting
the episodes of the past mto mere counters to be deployed on
the checkerboard of contemporary controversies.

What Americans have lacked in a sense of time they
have tried to make up by an enlarged sense of space. Their
thoughts tend not to run backward into an antiquity they donot
know but rather outward into a larger geographical theater
of action, the theater not of the past but of the future Even
in the earliest days, John Cotton, arguing that the exile of
Roger Williams for his heresies was really punishment of a
very benign sort, remarked that the jurisdiction from which
he had been banned was small and “the Countrey round about
it large and fruitful. where a man may make his choice of
variety of more pleasant and profitable seats, than he leaveth
behinde him. In which respect, Banishment i this countrey
1s not counted so much a confinement, as an enlargement.”
For Americans, uprooted from many soils and stemming
from many ancestnes and thrust into the open natural envir-
onment of the new continent, the very possibility of freedom
quickly became associated with the presence of empty space,
and also with the freedom to move, to get away from the
physical proxumity of others, to escape from society itself
into the mmnocence of nature It was Frederick Jackson Turn-
er's essential merit, as well as the source of some of his de-
fects, to be the first historian to try fully to incorporate this
awareness of space, this delight in movement, this yearning
for rebirth under natural conditions, into our historical
thought. But of course this passion for space and movement,
which had its delusive aspects for the pioneer, has also made
its difficulties for the historian The distinctive business of
history is with society, with the development of social insti-
tutions, and in itself space is no more than marginal as a
social category. The American mind, as our imaginative writ-
ers have given witness over and over again, has craved what
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the fresh continent promised, the natural and the innocent,
but the progress of soclety across the continemt steadily
brought the perplexities of institutional life and the despoll-
ing band of man—neither Natty Bumppo nor Danfel Boone
could ever get far enough away from the sound of the axes
tearing away at the forests

And here lay the nub of the intimate American quarrel
with history the difficulty of combining the pastoral, or stll
worse the primitivist, sense of the ideal human condition
with another equelly deep intellectual craving, the belief in
progress The heritage of the Revolution, combined with the
American penchant for “natural” and innocent conditions,
provided a difficult starting polnt In the common American
opinion, the heroic conduct that made the Revolution and
the wise statecraft that made the Constitution showed that
the country was launched under the leadership of men who
were virtual demigods and under institutions that were close
to perfection The country was believed also to have a social
condition about as close as man can get to pastoral innocence
As one lookeqd bacl,, one looked back always to wiser men and
better times Yet how could one reconcile this belief—hardly
less strong for being latent and imperfectly articulated—
with the general American commitment to what Herbert
Butterfield has called the Whig interpretation of history, in
which the idea of progress is a central tenet? How can a
people progress If they have started near to perfection?

American historfans in the nineteenth century were in
the main a conservative class of men writing for a conservative
public But they were obliged to account for the life of a na-
tion that had originated in a revolution, had gone on from
this to develop a particularly vigorous and epalitarian democ-
racy, and then in time to experience a disastrous Civil War
and after that an orgy of material development marked by
the emergence of a vulgar plutocracy and crass machine
politics Somehow national pride and confidence had to be
reconclled with all this Somehow the Revoluton had to be
tamed and naturalized, distinguished from other, more ms-
chievous revolutions The ghastly political failure of the Civil
War had to be accommodated to the notion that American
Institutions are superlor The whole tumultuous and seamy
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history of the nineteenth century had to be squared with
the idea of progress.

The Civil War was a particularly troublesome challenge.
All that had gone into it, the oppressive evil of slavery, the
sectional quarrel, the bloodletting itself, accorded neither with
the American’s boasts about the perfection of his pohtical
system nor with his faith in progress. The fascination of the
war as a historical subject could not quite distract attention
from the shock of failure. the political order that was sup-
posed to be the best 1n the world had broken down completely,
and after four years of fraternal strife had been so badly
patched up that the wounds never really healed. It seemed
necessary to deny or dismiss or manipulate or simply quarrel
with a good deal of American history How could the war
have been avoided? Whose fault was it? Was it really an ir-
repressible conflict? In the schools the young would be taught
to pledge allegiance to “one nation, mdivisible, with liberty
and justice for all”—a phrase awkwardly designed to minimize
the fact that the whole early history of this naton rumbled
with threats of its divisibility, and that it had in fact been
divided in the most costly way, or that liberty and justice
for all were so far from having been achieved that the na-
tion was penodically shaken with the consequences of their
demal. The approved histories of the country have struggled
constantly against the profound disparity between national
ideals—unity, democracy, equality, freedom, tolerance—and
the disturbing realities: state and regional particularism, the
issues of slavery and race, ethnic mixture and a system of
exclusion and discrimination, extraordinary outbursts of in-
tolerance and violence, the constant erosion of the original
American Eden.

1T

The first writers of American history after national in-
dependence were mainly localists. Their animating subject,
of course, was the Revolution—its origins, its vindication, its
heroes But for the most part they wrote about South Carolina
or New York or Massachusetts, not about the Revolution as a
national phenomenon. Some of the best work of the age,
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notably David Ramsay's History of the Revolution of South
Caroling (1785) and Jeremy Belknap's three-volume History
of New Hampshire (1784~g2), which Tocqueville praised for
its thoughtfulness, was done in this veln It is hard to decide
how far this Jocalism was the result of the prevailing loyal-
ties-—after all, most of the states had had a century and
more to form a pattern of alleglance whereas the nation was
stfll to prove itself—and how far it was merely a response
to technical difficulties like the unavailability of good librares,
archival collections, and printed records, and the bardships of
travel Even as late as 1826, when the indefatigable Jared
Sparks went an a 3,500-mile tdp in search of orginal records,
it took him all of six hours by stage te get from New Haven
to Hartford In the perfod just after the Peace of Paris, so
little documentary matertal was avallable that an astonish-
ingly high proportion of the historical writers of the era, in-
cluding no less a man than John Marshall, yielded to the
temptation to plaglarize a large part of thelr work from the
contributions of Edmund Buwrke and others to the Britisk
Annual Register. Much, indeed, of the most vital matertal for
the study of the American past was in distant English archives

Under such conditions practicality confirmed what long
habit and old loyalties had established It was hard to find
the materials to tell In much depth of detall or with much
accuracy the whole story of the American people, it was
relatively easy to collect state records and to form, on the
strength of local pride, historical societles that would be con-
cerned with state or Jocal lore To have come to America in
the first instance was a radical step that had to be vindicated
The first colonia) histories had been colored by this motive,
they had been promoticnal, celebratory, and then perhaps
(as In the case of the Puritans) nostalgic or defensive, and
after 1776 the state histortans built upon this legacy a lit-
erature touting the revolutionary merlts of their own states,
commemarating local heroes, and dwelling Poignantly on
the particular grievances each one had against British poli-
cleg Attheheginntngoftherﬁneteenﬂn century there were as
yet no general historles of the United States, no estahblished
patterns for national historlans Ablel Holmes, the father of
Oliver Wendell Holmes, compiled a respectable two-volume



Io THE PROGRESSIVE HISTORIANS

chronicle in 1805. Benjamin Trumbull, who published a gen-
eral history in 1810, got no further than the events of 1761.
Even 1n 1839, when Sparks lectured at Harvard on the Amer-
ican Revolution from 1763 to 1783, he had to use as his
textbook the work of an Italian wmter, Carlo Botta, because
he could get no other, “all the other historians of the same
period being out of print.”?

Much of the work of forging national loyalty was done in
biographies. The outstanding leaders of the Revolution were,
after all, more than simply local heroes, and through the
portrayal of their days and deeds, one of the most popular
forms of writing, the pull of national sentiment made itself
felt. Washington, the ideal subject, benefited not only from
the efforts of Parson Weems, who told historical lies 1n order
to impress upon the young the importance of telling the truth,
but also from a biography by John Marshall (1804-07)
and from the basically useful, if somewhat bowdlerized,
twelve-volume The Writings of George Washington (1834—7)
by Jared Sparks. William Wirt's Patrick Henry (1818),
Sparks’s Library of Amenican Biography series, and the nine
volumes of John Sanderson’s Biography of the Signers of the
Declaration of Independence (1820-7) also gave testimony
to the demand for such literature and the possible profits of
writing it, and served the double function of strengthening
national feeling and defining character models for the young.

In time the prospects for serious historical work im-
proved By the 1820’s and 1830’, the first great compilers had
begun to work Hezekiah Niles brought out his Principles and
Acts of the Revolution in America in 1822, Jonathan Elliot
his invaluable edition of the debates over the ratification of
the Constitution dunng 1827-30, Jared Sparks his Diplomatic
Correspondence of the Amenican Reveclution during 182g9-30,
and Peter Force began his American Archives in 1837. By
1830 some two dozen historical societies had been formed,
personal papers and collections, most of which Sparks had
found still in private hands, were beginning to pass into more
accessible public repositories. The states were starting their
own collections of documents. It was beginning to be possible

2 H. B. Adams, Life and Writings of Jared Sparks (18g3), II, 375.
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to write general American history out of authentc sources,
thoupgh a great mass of the hasic colonial material could be
found only in England

§ull, the wrting of history, though it could bring rich
returns, was expensive to undertake History, Henry Adams
thought, had always been “the most arlstocratic of all lit-
erary pursuits, because it obliges the historian to be rich as
well as educated,” and he once told his publisher that he
would be sorry to see it pay because it would then “soon be-
come as popular a pursuit as magazine-writing, and the luxury
of its social distinction would vanish " There was at first no
academic historical profession—Sparks became the first pro-
fessor of history when be accepted the McLean Professorship
of Anclent and Modern History at Harvard in 1839, but another
fifty years were to pass before there were more than a dozen
such positions—and in any case, the modest salarles of pro-
fessors bore no proportion to the costs of historical work on a
grand scale George Bancroft estimated in 1872 that he had
spent $75,000 of his own money on the research for his
series, begun almost forty years before, and he was to invest
another $25,000 before he finished For some years he had
two copyists at work for him in London archives Not only
the lefsure for extenslve labors but the expenses for travel,
assistants, copyists, even connections with well-placed and in-
fluential persons, were requisites of historical research His-
tory was, then, the prerogative either of lelsure<class gentle-
men of commanding means or of a few hardy spirits like
Sparks and Bancroft, who had the energy for other enter-
Pprises a5 well as history Bancroft’s career in politics and
diplomacy delayed his work bfs first volume appeared in
1834, his fourth and fifth only in 1852, and it was 1882 when
he at Jast brought out his final two volumes on the making of
the Constitution

‘Most striking in the histonical careers that were started
In the decades before the Civil War was the large proportion
of historical talents of the first order that went into felds
other than American national history Since the passing of
the Founding Fathers and the rise of Jachsonian democracy,

——

3 Jobn Higham, History (196%), 70
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the Umnited States had developed in its midst not a ruling
aristocracy but a class of displaced and sometimes frustrated
patricians who found little scope for their energies in political
leadership and felt rather at odds with the main drift of their
society—its increasing materialism and egalitaranism, its
democratic politics and machine government It was this
class, above all its New England branch, that produced his-
torical wnters, and these men, with the notable exception of
Bancroft, were at first attracted not so much to the story of
America, about which they seem to have felt a certain dis-
comfort, but to more dramatic subjects and themes that were
for the most part remote from and in some cases quite
antithetical to the main lines of American development It 1s
impressive how far afield the major New England talents
went. Parkman, who stayed closest to native grounds in his
choice of terrain, was nonetheless distant from Amencan
society in his themes. the forest, the Indian character, the
Jesuits, the explorers, the half century of struggle between
the British and French empires for North America. Spain and
Spanish colonization in the New World—subjects that offered
a satisfactory contrast to the United States in the Jackson
era—had a persistent fascination. George Ticknor wrote a
history of Spanish lterature Prescott turned to Ferdinand
and Isabella, and went on to The Conguest of Mexico. Motley’s
interest in the history of Netherlands independence began
with a concern for the history of the Spanish empire. Wash-
ington Irving took the history of his native New York only as
the subject for burlesque. When he turned to serious history,
he spent many years on Columbus, The Conquest of Granada,
and The Alhambra before he wrote on George Washington.
In the post-Civil War period, one of our most eminent his-
torical writers, the Philadelphian, H C. Lea—another gentle-
man amateur—carried on with this traditional interest in the
relatively exotic and remote with his great books on the
medieval Church and the Inquisition.

In finding American development a theme sufficiently
grand to sustain the demands of the historian, Bancroft
stood alone among the major writers of his age, as he did in
bis Democratic allegiance and his eagerness to play the po-
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litical game But in other respects, as David Levin has shown,*
he had much in common with Prescott, Parkman, and Motley
All came to historical writing as amateurs, men of letters who
had tried their hands at poetry, fiction, or critical essays
before they ever wrote history All came out of the milieu
of New England Unitarianism, hoping perbaps to find in the
historical process some support for, or alternative to, the pale
and fading assertions of their relipion But they also had
strong roots In the Puritan past whose traditions gave them
a moral impulse toward history—Christianity 15 distinctly a
historical religion, and the Puritans had had a notable pas-
sion for history—and also the personal discipline great
scholarship required Avid readers of Scott and Cooper,
Wardsworth, Coleridge, and Byron, In some cases of Schiller,
Goethe, and Herder as well—but above all, and mest atten-
tively of Scott—they were the American counterparts of the
romantic historlans of Europe For them the purpose of his-
torical writing was to establish an imaginative relation with
the past, not to analyze but to re-create it What they looked
for was experience, not philosophy Despite the philosophical
historlans of the Enlightenment, history was still regarded
85 a literary art whose main aim was to recapture ex-
perience Foremost was the experience of major herolc char-
acters Character was best partrayed against the hackground
of some sublime natura} scene, some militant arena of strife
and self-assertion-~the forest, the sea, the field of battle—
where animel energles and the hardy virtues are at a pre-
mium A social texture was present, but it served malnly as a
kind of background or setting for the decistve confrontations,
like these of Montcalm and Wolfe, Cortés and Montezuma,
Philip 1 and William of Orange, the climactic scenes arising
out of the eples of exploration, colonization, imperial con-
quest, and revolution The moral drama of history was told in
plctorfal terme The effort at historical discipline—and 1n
thefr eraving for facts, accuracy, and authenticity the roman-
tc historlans were strenuous models for their “sclentific”
Successors—rested upon the insatiable quest for the nght, the

“1 owe much here to his History as Romantic Art {1959)
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relevant detail. One looked about for a narrative theme with
grand dramatic possibilities, a tale perhaps told before but
certainly not well or amply told. One then spared no pains
to tell it in more accurate detail, more correctly as well as
more vividly, than one’s predecessors. The technical or “sci-
entific” side of the work of these men came primarily to this:
facts were valued not so much as “evidence,” as proofs in
some analytic scheme, but as veracious details for the re-crea-
tion of some expenence.

But the re-creation of experience had a moral context.
The romantic writers were trying to establish broad moral
lessons. What they found most generally and consistently was
progress toward liberty—progress which they interpreted with
a distinct Protestant bias, as though all the world had been
preparing for nineteenth-century Unitarianism. The medieval
inheritance, Latinity, Catholicism, stood as the foe against
which the impulse toward progress had to assert itself.
Catholicism was frequently characterized as a force of super-
stition and persecution, its leaders as the colleagues of despots
and bigots, men who employed guile and intrigue in the inter-
ests of fanaticism One can hardly help but guess, however,
that the romantic historians were fascinated by the pomp
and the intricate texture of the Church, which gave them a
certain amplitude of range as well as richness in portraiture,
and offered the moral complexity, the sinister possibilities,
the institutional substance they missed in American history,
and that they were grateful for 1t.

Progress also moved toward modern democracy, even
American democracy. Democracy, however, meant the ad-
vancing Protestantism of the seventeenth century with its
scope for individualism and national independence and its
laic control, or the old Whig republicanism of the revolutionary
era; it did not mean (except for Bancroft) the new egalitar-
iamsm of the 1820’s and 1830’s. The agents of progress were
men who represented in a quintessential way virtues that
were also to be found among their people, qualities that could
be found in Pitt, William of Orange, Washington. These were
simple and natural men, lofty in motive, direct and spon-
taneous in action, yet full of will, persistent, reliable, endur-
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ing, indomitable As embodiments of virtues that were in some
degree also folk virtues, they were distillations of national
character The romantc historians believed that national
character had an organic relation to national institutions
and achievements In particular they thought that the
Teutonic character was in good part responsible for modern
democracy as it evolved in the Netherlands, Enpland, and
Amerca—a theme the scientific historians of a later age
would pick up and adapt to a different get of intellectual
methods Progressive principles, progressive peoples, natural
impulses, heroic leadership—these were the basic ingredients
of true history.

III

Bancroft, the first great American historlan of America,
shared much with the other romantic historians of his age,
but he departed from them in writing a considerably more
philosophical history, shaped by transcendentalism and borne
aloft by the afflatus of German idealism which he brought
back from his student days at Géttingen and Berlin Above
all, he departed from them by becoming a Democrat in
politics and an egalitarian in philosophy, a supporter of An-
drew Jackson and an outspoken foe of the Bank of the United
States—commitments which, though they did not bring the
other Brahmin historians to spurn him, caused some doors
In Boston to be closed to him forever The basic framework
of Bancroft’s ideag—reiterated and reasserted at critical
phases fn his story—was quite simple history taught a les-
son, the inevitable movement of human affairs toward the
goal of liberty under providential guidance. In a certatn sense,
the challenge he issued to his fellow romantic historians was
a loglcal one if it was liberty and democracy that they too
8aw In history, why was not the history of the Unlted States,
supposedly the freest and most democratic of all the nations,
the grandest theme of all?

When Baneroft first thought of writing history in 1819,
he remarked significantly that it “has always interested me,
suits well with my theology, and T think I could become useful
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by 1t.”5 When he actually began writing some ten years later,
his theology was still not far in the background. As he saw
it, the historian was akin to the moral philosopher, and his
work should dramatize for the people the significance of their
past so that they might better understand their destiny. The
unifying principle was progress ordained and planned by
God—the advance of liberty, justice, and humanity, all of
which were particularly exemplified in Amencan history,
where providential gmadance had brought together a singularly
fit people and fit insdtutions. The genius of the Amercan
people was particularly adapted to liberty, their political order
to its advance American history could be seen as a kind of
consummation of all history, Bancroft was supremely con-
fident of the superionity of the United States to other coun-
tries, and in particular of the unvarying nghtness of the
Amerncan side in all the issues of the Revolution The per-
vasive ideas of his history were made clear 1n his writings on
politics Intuitively and naturally, he thought, the people ex-
press the divine intention. “The popular voice is all powerful
with us; this, we acknowledge, is the voice of God.” More and
more the able young people of the country were learning, he
thought, “to reverence the intuitive wisdom of the people.”
“The universal decision 1s the nearest criterion of truth
Unmixed error can have no existence in the public mind.” It
was the merit of such a popular leader as Jackson that he
could exercise untutored wisdom, that he knew how to read
the popular mind. Lincoln too, Bancroft later saw, was “will-
ing to take mnstruction” from the people’s wisdom.

Though he has been much scoffed at, Bancroft was a
formidable historian. The immense and long-sustained popu-
larity of his books testifies too that he was wnting the version
of their history the American people were looking for, repeat-
ing to them, as J. F Jameson once said, “the things they were
saying and thinking concerning themselves ” His success not
only in giving embodiment to the most general American

5 Levin, History, 233; material on and by Bancroft in the follow-
Ing paragraphs, except where otherwise indicated, is from Rus-
sell Nye, George Bancroft Brahmin Rebel (1945), especially 87,
91, 127, 139, 167, 188, 304, 306, and from the same writer’s valu-
able brief study of Bancroft’s mind, George Bancroft (1963),
especially 74, 76, 81, 83-84,
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idea of American histary but also in entering into public life
as a party leader, administrator, diplomat, and adviser to
Presidents marks him off to 2 degree uncommon among our
Iustorians s & representative American His history manifests
an exceptional ability to marshal a mass of facts and set
them into motion, along with a keen understanding—shown,
for example, in his glimpses of the importance of the West
in American character, and his insight, quite advanced for
his time, into the functional character of the party system
Unfortunately it also lends itself to caricature, since his
cntles are go often tempted to quote the passages that illus-
trate his intellectual or rhetorical excesses With its highly
formal and self-conscious style and its mindless patriotism,
his history frequently reads like an extended historical
oration Telling, for example, of the aftermath of Lexungton
and Concord, he writes “With one impulse, the colonies
gprang to srms, with one spirit, they pledged themselves to
each other ‘to be ready for the extreme event” Wath one heart,
the continent cried ‘Liberty or Death’™ This, as young his-
tonans nowadays will surely complain, i3 consensus history
with a vengeance, and one’s mind files with a sense of relief
to John Adams’s more matter-of-fact estimate that one third
of the Amerlcans were against the Revolution 7

One’s first Impulse—though I think it an impulse not
quite fair to Bancroft—is to ask whether all that laborious
collecting and copying of records and checking of facts came
only to this One’s second Is to wonder whether Bancroft was
not, after all, having his little joke, as Henry James would
have put it, when he dighed up such passages to his readers
Certalnly his was not anly an intense but also a shrewd and
worldly intelligence Carlyle, after some acquaintance with
him, told Emerson that he found him “a tough Yankee man,
of many worthy qualities more tough than musical”—which
secms 2 sound appraisal—and then added the more daring
suggestion that he had also “a certain small wndercurrent of

gefnial humor or as it were hidden laughter, not noticed here-
tofore "

8 History, IV, 168, for Jameson, aee his The History of H
Writing {n Amerlca (1891), 104 of Historical
7T Works, X (1858}, 87
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But 1n the end we return to the hikehhood that there is
nothing hidden in Bancroft’s history, that he was totally sin-
cere 1 the most rhetorical of his effusions—although in later
life he became self-conscious about them and conscientiously
pruned them out of his revisions. What seems the soundest
interpretation of Bancroft is that his was one of those minds,
altogether common and perhaps even representative in Amer-
1ca, for which the world of moral philosophy and history, of
high ideals and beautiful letters, has only a vague tutelary
relationship, though by no means an ummportant one, to
reality. In such munds a certain kind of rude and impertinent
curiosity is carefully suppressed, and things that are most
firmly known as matters of everyday reality are not allowed
to intrude themselves upon high thought. Bancroft’s remark
about the whole continent rising with one spirit reminds us
of those for whom the signatures of slaveholders on a most
unequivocal declaration of the natural rights of man poses
no puzzle. It 1s a comforting though perhaps not a very
animating or militant doctrine that history is under divine
superintendence and will in due course deal with the survivals
of tyranny and oppression. (Emerson thought that Bancroft
and Bryant were “historical democrats, who are interested in
dead or organized, but not in orgamzing, liberty.”) It is al-
ways consoling to think that ewil is temporary. Dissent from
the predetermined course of history can be pushed aside: if
the entire continent did not cry with one heart, “Liberty or
Death,” it should have.

About the operation of such preachings in the warkaday
world Bancroft was not at all decewved, and the whole course
of his career shows his ability to keep them in their place
When he returned from Europe at twenty-three, learned and
cosmopolitan far beyond his years, he was already considered
by Boston and Cambridge Unitarians to have become fancified
and overripe. His early experiment in education at the Round
Hill School in many ways foretold his later career in 1ts sub-
ordination of impulse to practical calculation, He came to
Northampton full of Pestalozzian idealism, determined to use
new methods to put American secondary education on a
footing effective enough to compare, no less, with what the
Germans were doing; but when the enterpnise was launched,
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ke was soon bored by the day-to-day demands of classroom
instruction Preferring to develop his own scholarship, he sold
out his interest in the school at a profit. Later, though he
attacked the Bank as a citadel of capitalistic privilege, he was
no innocent in the world of enterprise, he managed his own
investments and speculations shrewdly enough to build a
forhme He would endorse Jackson and cry out for democracy
and egalitarianism, but was quickly disgusted with the coarse-
ness of Jacksan's levees where he saw “all the refuse that
Washington could turn forth from its workshops and stahbles ”
He was quite at home in London among English diplomats
and intellectuals, In Berlin among the Junkers, or at his
summer house in Newport, where only intellectuals with sub-
stantial means could reside "I like to watch the shouts of
the multitude,” he wrote at an early age, “but had rather not
scream with {t” He wrote of American institutions like a
vislonary, but played the game of the party spoilsmen like a
professional He attacked slavery with eloquence and unques-
tionable sincerity, but had no difficulty in adjusting himself
to the Democratic party of the planters or in supporting the
war with Mexico His biographer, Russell Nye, finds that “be-
neath his theory lay a substratum of innate conservatism
that colored bis practice ™ “The radical who makes war upon
everything in which he can discern a fault,” Bancroft argued,
“becomes destructive, and while he may be of service when it
is proper to overthrow, he never knows how to spare or how
to rebuild »

When, after more than four decades, Bancroft finished
his history, which stopped with the adoption of the Constitu-
tion, his once daring espousal of democratic principles had
been quite fully domesticated for conservative and nationalist
purposes, and his methods of work had been superseded by
more critical scholarship, but his books still stand as the
greatest monument of the American historical self-conscious-
ness of the nineteenth century. The young rebel of the early
1830’8 who had shocked the proper Bostonian world had
become the literary incarnation of that national genfus for
indulgent self-acceptance that so often disturbed foreign
visltors For the generation that emerged at the end of the
century, his circumspect separation of high ideals from reality
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became a central object of criticism, and 1t is not surprising
that when Charles A. Beard wrote his iconoclastic book on
the Constitution he should still have pointed to Bancroft, then
dead almost twenty years, as the archetype of historical
mystification.

Francis Bowen, a sturdy exponent of New England con-
gervatism, was among those who found that Bancroft's his-
tory showed “a love of country too exalted to be discrimmat-
ing.” It was characteristic that the more orthodox representa-
tives of the New England intellectual class should have
responded with less enthusiasm than the reading pubhc at
Jarge to the spread-eagle patriotism of Bancroft’s volumes
New England Federalism laid down its challenge to Bancroft's
vision of American history in the writings of Richard Hildreth
—a six-volume enterprise, appeanng in two sets of three
volumes each in 1849 and 1852, and covering the span of
American history down to the Missouri Compromise. A candid
rival to Bancroft (who had thus far reached only the middle
of the eighteenth century), Hildreth boasted that his was
the only work on American history, barmng compendiums
and abridgments, that covered such a full span of time, and
he made it clear, with his jibes at “meretnicious rhetoric,” the
pedantry of German professors, and the “mythic and heroic
character” with which the fathers and founders of the
republic had been invested, that he was offering an intellec-
tual as well as a commercial alternative to Bancroft “Of
centennial sermons and Fourth-of-July orations, whether pro-
fessedly such or in the guise of history, there are more than
enough,” he proclaimed at the beginning of his work. “It is
due to our fathers and ourselves, it is due to truth and
philosophy, to present for once on the historic stage, the
founders of our American nation unbedaubed with patriotic
rouge, wrapped up in no fine-spun cloaks of excuses and
apology.”s

In truth Hildreth was one of the most interesting minds
to come out of New England, a son of the region who both
affirmed and denied his culture. His father, a leading teacher
at Phillips Exeter, who had already tried his hand at history,

. S8 History, I, iii, references in the following paragraphs are to
Donald E. Emerson, Richard Hildreth (1946).p133,grx411:, 162
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raised his son in the passionate Federalisrn that informed
Richard’s work. The son, like so many of his contemporaries,
came to history as a kind of literary afterthought He experi-
mented with law and literature, wrote on philosophical and
moral questions, retranslated Bentham's Introduction to Prin-
ciples and Morals of Legislation from the French in which it
was originally published, and enjoyed a Uvely, controversial
career for several years as a Whig newspaperman One of the
first of a line of New Englanders—Charles Francis Adams, Jr,
and Brooks Adams were in the suctession—who rebelled
against the New Enpland pieties themselves, he spoke of bis
own sectlon as a “region of set formality and hexeditary
grimace,” and was capable of wry and subtly humorous
thrusts at the clichés of patriotic history He took a detached
view, remarkable in his day, of the struggle between England
and the colonfes, saw American political controversies rather
coolly as a conflict between two sections of the elite classes,
and described the adoption of the Constitution in terms that
Charles Beard would later find congenial Though he worked
largely from printed documents and did not use the wide
range of original sources that Bancroft drew upon, he had a
firm regard for accuracy in detall He had much of the
astringent skepticlsm of Enlightenment historians like Gib-
bon and Hume, whom he admired, and treated most events
with evenhanded judgment the major exception was the
struggle between the Jeffersonlans and Hamiltontans which
he discusged with the ardent partisanship one might have
expected of a New Englander bom in the year of Jefferson’s
Embargo He wrote, however, without Baneroft's flair, his
acerbic and matter-of-fact view of things struck a far less
resonant note with the public For all his Federalist loyalties
and his Whig journallsm, he was not reglly allied with any
major contemporary public force, and his work was not easily
usable He was, a writer in the Church Review sald tn an ap-
count of his history, “one of those men ll-adapted to command
the speclal favor of any party, sect, or clique, from a habit
he had of probing things to the bottom, stripping off dis-
guises, and stating matters as they seem to him really to have
been, careless apparently whom they may tell against, or
whose sympathies and antipathies they may conflict with”
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Despite thejir failure with the public, his works long con-
tinued to command the respect of historians—among them
Henry Adams-——but their disappearance from the general
public consciousness suggests that they were a good index
of what the American reader did not want. Edward Everett,
explaining the meager results of his efforts to raise money
for Hildreth during the historian’s last desperate years, wrote
to Charles Sumner. “Personally Mr. Hildreth was but little
known here, and his unsympathizing account of the Pilgrim
Fathers has prevented his History from being as popular here
as otherwise it might have been.”

There was indeed a certain perversity about Hildreth.
His Federalist materialism, combined as it was with a candid
acceptance of class as a historical force, transformed itself
rather easily into an almost Marxian conception of historical
development. He had never been without social passions: he
was an ardent antislavery man and during a sojourn in
Florida had written the first antislavery novel, Archy Moore,
in 1836, he crusaded for temperance and free banking laws,
attacked nativism in politics, and wrote a pamphliet against
Boston wealth. He had always been candid about his religious
skepticism, and stayed aloof from the cozy, mutually con-
gratulatory circles of literary Boston. With time and growing
alienation, he became more disposed to challenge the verities
of his New England peers as well as those of the American
public at large. Disappointed by the reception of his books,
and by his rejection on two occasions for the coveted history
professorship at Harvard, and distressed by the tightening
grip of the slaveholding class on the reins of national power,
he produced in 1853 his Theory of Politics, which brought
out sharply the matenalist view of history that had become
linked with his utilitarian philosophy and carried his ideas to
the brink of a prophetic proletarian radicalism. “The clergy,
the nobles, the kings, the burghers have all had their turn,”
he wrote provocatively. “Is there never to be an Age of the
People—of the working classes? Is the suggestion too ex-
travagant that . . the middle of this current century is
destined to be that age?” It was a strange question for a
Federalist historian to have come to, but the answer that
nineteenth-century America was to give was as negative as
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its response to his books Hildreth did not live to hear it
Frail in health for many years, he had welcomed the consul-
ship at Treste to which Lincoln appointed him, he died in
Florence at the age of fifty-eight, and was burfed there in
the Protestant cemetery, not far from Theodare Parker, who
had once sald of his historical work “He wrltes in the in-
terest of mankind He allows no local attachment, or rever-
ence for men or classes of men, to keep him from telling the
truth as he finds it ”

Iv

“Now,” wrote Francis Parkman in 1878, * . the village
has grown into a populous city, with its factories and work-
shops, its acres of tenement-houses, and thousands and ten
thousands of restless workmen, foreigners for the most part,
to whom liberty means license and politics means plunder, to
whom the public good is nothing and thefr own most trivial
Interests everything, who love the country for what they can
get out of it, and whose ears are opened to the promptings of
every Tascally agitator ™ He was lamenting “The Failure of
Universal Suffrage,” and comparing the unhappy situation of
modern American democracy with the old-fashtoned democ-
racy of the New England village whose government had been
safe in the hands of all the adult male inhabitants Something
had been lost, presumably forever, and the loss posed & prob-
lem for the exponents of progress how could ane continue
to belleve in progress if American democracy had passed its
apogee some thirty or forty years earlier?

Many bistordans did, of course, continue to believe in
Progress, but with semething close to unanimity the historical
writing of the period from the end of the Civil War to the
end of the century shared Parkman's patriclan bias and his
conservative view of democracy and the lesser breeds What
Is striking about the literature of this era, with a terrble Civil
War behind it and the hideous problems of industrialism
looming Iarger and larger ahead, is the narrow range of the
historians’ social sympathies Parkman himself provides a

Y North American Revlew, 127 (1878), 7
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perfect example of the transition from the romantic historical
writing of the earlier era to the conservative nationalism of
the Gilded Age. More and mare, the leading historical talents
of the country were attracted to American national history,
but they acquiesced in it without being comfortable with it.
The nation's recent history had been tainted by failure; its
future seemed uncertain. The historians could, in a way, pro-
test against 1t without protesting for anyone; at least, so it
seems if one thinks of what they usually had to say about
the ordinary farmer or worker, the Negro or the immigrant
The most radical protest any of them could be found to en-
dorse was Mugwump reform, which led them into a sharp
criticism of the spoilsmen in politics, but that, in turn, only
led to further gloomy reflections about the difficulties or
failures of recent democracy and to righteous condemnation
of demagogues.

The conspicuous and influential historians of the genera-
tion that came of age during or just after the Civil War and
dominated the historical writing of the last quarter of the
century were still in the tradition of the wealthy amateurs,
and stll largely from the Northeast, though history had
ceased to be a near-monopoly of New Englanders. The lower-
middie-class historian, recruited from the country at large
and bringing, on occasions, more popular sympathies into
historical writing, was only beginning to appear, with the
expansion of the universittes When he read these standard
writers, he found himself still in the atmosphere of New
England Federalism and patrician values. Among leading
writers, the New England tradition was carried on by James
Schouler and John Fiske. Schouler, the Harvard-educated son
of a Scottish immigrant, had been driven to historical work
from his lucrative law practice because of his deafness. John
Fiske, the heir of an old New England Puritan tradition, was
raised by his well-to-do family in Hartford, Connecticut. His
first interest was the new positivist philosophy of Comte and
Spencer, and the task of reconciling evolutionary thought and
religion. while libraman of Harvard he turned to history
because he needed a more profitable outlet for his literary
energies, and he was one of those who made history pay.
Hermann von Holst, the son of 2 German Lutheran pastor
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in the Baltic provinces of Russla, had been educated at
Heidelberg and had absorbed a heavy dose of Treltschkean
nationalism As an Immigrant to the United States he had for
a time been gravely declassed, but had recelved a professor-
ghip at Frelburg and from there was called to teach at Chi-
cago. Germanic intellectual influences were also present in
Jobn W Burgess and his pupil Archibald Dunmng Burgess,
who came from a Tennessee Unionist family, was sent away
to Amherst for his educatfon and thence to Germany, from
which he returned a confirmed Teutonist and an ardent na-
tionalist His pro-Southern writings on Reconstruction were
supplemented by books in which he preached the henefits of
imperialism and the exceptional polidcal genius of the Teu-
tonic peoples Dunning, the brilllant son of a prosperous
small-town manufacturer, followed Burgess to Columbia,
where he founded a seminar influential in propagating Bur-
gess's anti-Radical views of Reconstruction James Ford
Rhodes, who was rajsed in the prosperous milieu of the coal-
and-iron wealth of Ohio and became a brother-in-law of Mark
Hanna, retired from business to write history while still in
his thirtles Having made this decision, he moved to Boston—
where it must have seemed to him that all proper historians
ought to go (one thinks here of the similar removal of Wil-
Ham Dean Howells, another OQhioan, many years before)
Jobn Bach McMaster, the first historian of the people, was
born in Brooklyn and educated in New York, but he came
from a family of long Southern residence and rather cos-
mopolitan interests in banking and trade He was first an
engineer, and taught engineering at Princeton before he get-
tled upon history as his metier, and finally accepted a chair
at the Unhversity of Pennsylvania

Little of thelr concern with contemporary changes made
Its way overtly and directly into the pages of these writers
Down to the early 1880's the older historlans were still en-
gaged mainly with the colonial and Revolutionary periods.
In 1882, when Charles Kendall Adams published his Manual
of Historical Literature he listed less than a dozen works of
much consequence that reached as far as the events of the
mid-nineteenth century, and a few years later when Justin
Winsor Jaunehed his Narrative and Critical History of Amer-
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ica, a collaborative work that embodied the final synthetic
effort of the amateur historians as a group, he assigned only
three of its eight bulky volumes to the period after 178g. John
Fiske, a popularizer active chiefly in the 1880’s and 1890,
took colonial and early Amencan history as his primary
theme. The most widely read of his many books—and prob-
ably the most influential work on the adoption of the Con-
stitution before Beard’s—was The Critical Period of Ameri-
can History, 1783-1789, which came out in 1888. But after
about 1880 historians tended increasingly to think of the
Civil War as the climactic experience of American life and
to write histories that not only retold it but looked in retro-
spect at all national history in terms dictated by Civil War
controversies Among the surviving practitioners of the old
tradition of multivolume narrative history, von Holst and
McMaster covered the ground from the Revolution to the
Civil War, Schouler from the Constitution to Reconstruction;
and James Ford Rhodes had gone from the background of
the Compromise of 1850 to the age of McKinley and Theo-
dore Roosevelt before he ceased his labors in 1g22. Around
the turn of the century John W, Burgess and William A.
Dunning at Columbia wrote of the middle period (that is,
about 1815 to 1860) and of the Civil War and Reconstruction
from a poimnt of view that combined nationalism on constitu-
tional questions with pro-Southern views on race and the
issues of Reconstruction—views which by now were becom-
ing the national ones. D

Most of these writers were affected to’some extent by
the idea of “scientific” or critical history: there would be no
more bowdlerization like that of Sparks, no more historical
orations or rearranged quotations as m Bancroft. But they did
not relinquish the idea of history as a forum for moral judg-
ments: they were deeply concerned with such questions as
Who was right? or Which principles were correct? when they
dealt with the background of the Revolution, the adoption
of the Constitution, the struggles between Jeffersonians and
Hamiltonians, or Jackson and the Whigs. In recounting the
background and aftermath of the Civil War, they were con-
cerned with the merits and morality of slavery, the soundness
of the idea of a constitutional nght of secession, the true
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nature of the Union, the justice and wisdom of Reconstruc-
tion And here the past was often reshaped by current preoc-
cupations with the problems of industrialism and the city, of
agrardan or working-class revolt, of the immense waves of
new immigrants that were sweeping into the country. The
mobs of the Revolutionary era could be depicted in such a
way as to state a general point of view about law and order,
Daniel Shays in such a way as to condemn contemporary
agrarian radicalism, Jefferson could be used to condemn
sentimental democracy and “radical” theorizing, Jackson to
discredit spoflsmen, party machines, demagogues, and mod-
ern democracy. In short, what the conservative nationalist
historians did was to forge a view of the past that needed
only to be inverted point by paint by the Progressive histord-
ans to yleld a historical rationale for social reform.

It would be misleading, of course, to suggest that there
Wwas 2 party line among historians whose concerns differed
and who on one count or another would have individual and
varying views McMaster, while supporting sound money and
Federalist policles, might also celebrate the development of
the rights of man, give unusual attention to the history of the
common people and sometimes portray immigrants with sym-
pathy Schouler might write more warmly about Jefferson
than the others Von Holst, Schouler, and Rhodes might dis-
cuss the slavery issue in an abolitionist spirit But, by and
large, this entire generation of writers had much in common,
it 1s possible to draw up a composite view of American history
aut of thetr wark in which the deviations of individual writers
sezm of little more than marginal consequence It was still
a history written from a New England or at least a Northeast
United States point of view, and influenced directly or indi-
rectly by post-Civil War nationalist conceptions It embodied
the ideas of the possessing classes about industrial and finan-
cial issues, manifested the complacency of white Anglo-Saxon
Protestants about soclal and ethnic issues, and, on constitu-
tlonal fssues, underwrote the requirements of property and
of national centralization as opposed to states’ rights or re-
glonal self-assertion

Critics have noted the stark conservatism of the his-
toriography of this era, and we may well wonder how writers
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who were still disturbed by Jefferson could have kept their
poise before Bryan and Altgeld One thinks of von Holst find-
ing the Declaration of Independence derived from the “crude
theories” of Rousseaun, of Fiske, pleading for genealogy and
warning that “by no possible ingenuity of constitution-making
or of legislation can a soclety made up of ruffians and boors
be raised to the mtellectual and moral level of a society made
up of well-bred merchants and yeomen, parsons and lawyers”,
of McMaster saymng that Jefferson was “saturated with de-
mocracy in its rankest form” and remained “to the last day
of s life a servile worshipper of the people”; of Schouler
condemning the activities of “unlettered and boozy foreigners,
the scum of European society”, of Rhodes attributing indus-
trial poverty not to failures in the economy but to “the con-
stantly deteriorating character of the European immigration,”
charging that foreigners had brought the “instinct” of indus-
trial strife to the Unfted States, condemmng striking coal
miners as “a mob” whose leisure hours were passed “mainly
in whisky-drinking,” and branding T. R as one who, despite
birth and breeding, appealed to the mob; of Burgess question-
ing whether the United States could assimilate Slavs, Czechs,
and Hungarians who, being inclined to “anarchy and crime,”
represent “the exact opposite of genuine Americans’, of Dun-
ning bemoaning the “reckless enfranchisement of the freed-
men and their enthronement i power,” asserting that “the
negro had no pride of race and no aspirations or ideals save
to be like the whites,” and offering this as the sole reason
for his desire for equal treatment. “You may well say,” wrote
William E. Dodd even as late as 1919, “why can not histori-
ans see things from the people’s point of view.t

Despite McMaster’s pleas for more attention to the com-
mon man, the historians of this era gave relatively perfunc-
tory treatment to the farmer, though the country had been
overwhelmingly agricultural up to the time of their own
maturity, and they had a uniformly harsh view of the farm-
er's discontents, when expressed in inflationary demands.

1 Edward Saveth, American Historians and European Immigrants,
1875-1925 (1948), 36, 49, 172, 176, 232, 233, Harvey Wish, The
American Historian (1960), 141, 216, 221 Dodd quoted in Merle
Curti, “The Democratic Theme in American Historical Liters-
ture,” Misnss‘fppi Valley Historical Re‘UiBw, 39 (1952), [s)
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As Turner was to show, they consistently underestimated
the role of the West Rhodes, a retired industrialist with the
predictable views of his class, had only a slightly more biased
view of workers and union activities than was customary
among his fellows Whatever the treatment of the old German
and Scandinavian {mmigration, the Irish and the new immi-
grants from southern and eastern Europe almost unfailingly
fared badly, except for an occaslonal sympathetic word from
McMaster Issues involving slavery and the Negro received
a new formulaton after the reconciliationists of the 1880’s
and 18g0’s had done their bit to plece the North and South
together again Earler historians had been abolitionists—
slavery was a historically adjudicated issue—but at the same
time unmistakably anti-Negro, not only in that they insisted
on racial inferfority but strongly espoused the racial case of
the Southern whites on every issue except the formality of
bondage itself Historfans, responding to the irenical move-
ment of the times, tended to follow what might be called the
Rhedes-Burgess compromise, which required the South to
concede the immorality and retrograde nature of slavery and
the unconstitutionality and unrightecus tendency of seces-
sian, while the North was to admit the necessity of white
supremacy and white autonomy in the South and grant the
wrong-headedness of radical Reconstruction

Finally, toward the end of the century, with the emer-
gence of the “impertal school” of colonial historians—a gifted
group headed by C M Andrews, H L Osgood, and G L
Beer—whose teachings coincided with the burgeoning of
American imperdalism and with a strong new trend toward
Anglo-American understanding, even the old partisan version
of the Revolution underwent a thorcugh and clrcumspect
reconsideration in which the policies of George II's ministers
were given their first sympathetic review There were times
when it must have seemed that the main enterprise of the
standard historians was to repudiate the Revolution and undo
the soctal effects of the Clvil War And the young Progressive
historfans of the new era might have found an ironic point
In thefr predecessors’ disposition to quarrel with go much of
the radical and revolutionary American past and their quiet
acquiescence in the American present In 1902, when Charles
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Beard arnved as a young doctoral candidate at Columbia,
where Burgess, Dunning, and Osgood were flourishing, he
found himself plunged straight into this intellectual world;
and much of what he wrote from 1904 onward must have
been in response to this environment.

v

Among the leading historians at work in the Gilded Age,
Henry Adams stands, as he no doubt would have wished to
stand, alone—singular not only for the quality of his prose
and the sophistication of his mind but also for the unparal-
leled mixture of his detachment and involvement. His enter-
prise 1tself was extraordinary. nine volumes, no less, totaling
close to four thousand pages, all devoted, not like the synoptic
works of his contemporarnes to a half or a whole century or
more, but to the administrations of Thomas Jefferson and
James Madison, the span of years from 1800 to 1817—a
period regarded by the author himself as dreary and un-
productive, as an age of slack and demvative culture, of
fumbling and small-minded statecraft, terrible parochial
wrangling and treasonous schemes, climaxed by a ludicrous
and unnecessary war This was an inexplicable choice of
subject for a man whose curiosity and competence ranged
s0 far—inexplicable, at least, if we rely on the guidance
Adams himself gives us in his Education. “He had even pub-
lished a dozen volumes of American history for no other
purpose than to satisfy himself whether, by the severest
process of stating, with the least possible comment, such
facts as seemed rigorously consequent, he could fix for a
familiar moment a necessary sequence of human movement.”
One can only wonder if Adams really thought that his chorce
of the years between the angry departure of John Adams and
the arrival of John Quincy Adams—a “familiar moment”
indeed to him, and we may ask whether the pun was wholly
unconscious—was made for “no other purpose” than to test
a certain naive and ephemeral notion of scientific history; or
whether we are not here again dealing with one of the char-
acteristic poses of a mind that was quite as perverse as it
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was brilllant It is hard to believe that Adams really thought
his only purpose was to test historical science, or even that
he designed his history as a kind of reprise of the documents,
supplemented “with the least possible comment” What is
visible to the reader who knows Adams and the Adamses, is
a pilgrimage to the family pieties and a delicate resumption
of old family quarrels The epoch is chosen because John and
John Quincy are not there—some scruple forbids trying to
tackle head-on the history of the Adams presidencies them-
selves, but they hover in the bachground, as other men fail
to solve the problems they had been denounced or rejected
for attempting They are represented, also, by proxy “To do
justice to Gallatin was a labor of love,” wrote this historian
who affected to introduce the least possible comment “After
long study of the prominent figures in our history, I am more
than ever convinced that for combination of ability, integnty,
knowledge, unselfishness, and social fitness Mr Gallatin has
no equal ™ The moral of Gallatins life was what interested
Adams As he wrote to Henry Cabot Lodge “The inevitable
isolation and disfliusionment of a really strong mind-—one
that combines force with elevation—is to me the romance
and tragedy of statesmanship "* The great passion behind
Adams’s history came from the powerful animating impulse
provided by family themes, and by that sense, familiar again
and again in the family history and not least in his own gen-
eration, of the unenviable fate of really strong minds in
America. But the beauty of Adams’s history arises in good
part because his was no simple or uniflateral family vendetta

the presidential Adamses, patriots both for all thelr angular
vanity, had been caught midway between the self-regarding
parochialisms of the Virginians and of the High Federalists,
and the elegant polse of Adams’s detachment derives in part
from the even-handed justice that could be dealt cut on both
sldes Some contemporary reviewers even thought Adams
partial to Jefferson, and could find texts to support the inter-
Pretation This was a tribute to subtlety and mixed motives

Jefferson’s statecraft ran wholly counter to Adams’s values,
but Jefferson, for all the estrangement that had taken Place,

* William Jordy, Henry Adams, Scientific Historlan (1953}, 47-8
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was an old family friend, and at his worst he must be seen
as a fallen gentleman, while the High Federahsts at their
worst were crazed vendettists and reckless conspirators.

In his central concern for nattonhood, Adams had some-
thing in common with the other amateur writers of his era,
In hus feeling for style, he 1s reminiscent of the literary tradi-
tion of Parkman and Bancroft. In his critical methods, his
careful control of emotion, hus belief in history as a science
he was more like the school that was now developing in the
academy. But in the singular stamp of his own curiosity, in
a certain dehight he took in observing the logic of events, he
stood by himself, and the volumes he produced have been
acclaimed—rightly, I think—as the summit of American
achievement in historical writing. Out of the confusion of the
era he deals with, the dreary debates in Congress, the com-
plex and tedious diplomatic maneuvers, the careers of petty
men who acted according to their characters and great men
who did not, there emerges a narrative full of brilliant pas-
sages. One sees the formation of national character, the forg-
ing of a country out of the mutual hatreds of clashing
sections, the efforts of a nation of raw farmers to achieve
enough discipline and sophistication and to develop enough
competent leadership to survive and prosper in the savage
world of international politics. There is a strong sense for the
requirements of national power, a consistent and knowing
mterest—here Adams was far ahead of his predecessors and
of most of his successors-—in what goes on in the heads of
those who wield power, an absorption in the craft of politics,
a frequent note of humor at the sheer absurdity of the Amer-
ican scene.

For Adams, unlike its other advocates, scientific history
was primarlly a clue to the human condition, Others might
see scientfic history as a surer way of plotting the advance
of mankind toward some freer or better state of things—and
there are in fact a few passages even in Adams that suggest
a momentary concurrence with the idea. But more often than
not, his native mordant alienation asserted itself, and then
one sees his essential view of the matter: scientific history
shows man 1n the grip of natural impulsions that carry him
to ends determined neither by ideals nor by anyone’s well-
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formulated purposes but to a destination of nature's owm,
“History,” he wrote in his concluding passage, “has its scien-
tific as well as its human side, and in American history the
scientific interest was greater than the buman Elsewhere the
student could study under better conditions the evolution of
the individual, but nowhere could he study so well the evolu-
tion of a race The interest of such a subject exceeded that of
any other branch of sclence, for it brought mankind within
sight of its own end ” To a friend he wrote while his enter-
prise was in progress that he was “at times almost sorry™ that
he ever undertook to write about Jefferson, Madison, and
Monroe, “for they appear like mere grasshoppers kicking and
gesticulating on the middle of the Mississippi River They
were carrled along on a stream which floated them, after a
fashlon, without much regard to themselves My own
conclusion is that history is simply soclal development along
the lines of weakest resistance, and that in most cases the
line of weakest resistance is found as uncensclously by saci-
ety as by water 2

Adams did not see scientfic history as pointing the way
to a golden future, neither did he see a happy future for
historical writing itself It was in character for him to he
skeptical even about the usability of scientific history, and in
1894, when he was president of the American Historical As.
sociation, he sent his colleagues a gloomy presidential mes-
tage, warning them that the more sclentific thelr history
became the Jess acceptable it would be to the forces of labor
and capital, of church and state, and hence the more sure
to find itself In crisis, at odds with the world His own history,
echolng as it does with the tired laughter of his remote and
sardonie intelligence, was certainly not shaped to be ingrati-
2lng, and it lacked the mythic resonances of more com-
plaisant works For all that, considering its deliberate pace
and the austenty of its subject, it did not sell badly-—nearly
3,000 sets were gold in the 18g90’s—but it is questionable how
much 1t was vead Adams may have been indulging in one
of his contrarieties when he said “I never met ten men who
Tead my history,” but the substantive point was still true

¥ History, IX, 1324, Harold D Cater, ed., Henry Adams and
r * ] » b H
Friends (1947), 135 At @ y
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the work was not notably influential. Basically conservative,
it was still not simple enough to be usable by men who could
read a dozen other, more accessible conservative historians,
basically nationalistic, it was too pessimistic, too preoccupled
with failure, too redolent of Adams’s blocked and uncon-
summated patriotism, for the prophets of nationality. And
what could either conservative or patriot do with a man whe
suggested in his Letter to American Teachers of History that
they mught begin by announcing to theiwr class that “their
year’s work would be devoted to showing in American history
‘a universal tendency to the dissipation of energy’ and deg-
radation of thought, which would scon end in making
America ‘improper for the habitation of man as he is now
constituted’ ”?

In his role of historian, as in his other capacities, Adams
continued to see himself as a recessive type. “The more I
wrte,” he confessed to Parkman in 1884, “the more confident
I feel that before long a new school of history will rise which
will Jeave us antiquated. Democracy is the only subject for
history”—but again the context showed that he found no
hope in this, only the prospect that in another generation
the sciences would join “in proving man to have as fixed and
necessary a development as that of a tree; and almost as
unconscious.” When his work was done, he could see little
of himself in it. The last volumes had hardly appeared before
he was wnting to Elizabeth Cameron: “There are not nine
pages in the nine volumes that now express anything of my
interests or feelings; unless perhaps some of my disiliusion-
ment. So you must not blame me if I feel, or seem to feel,
morbid on the subject of history. I care more for one chapter,
or any dozen pages of Esther than for the whole history,
including maps and indexes” To J F. Jameson he wrote:
“TI would much rather wipe out all I have ever said than go
on with more " The. whole enterprise, being nothing more
than great history, had been a vast disappointment. And was
Adams, in confiding this to a leader of the historical profes-
sion, indulging in one of his least kindly gestures—a parting
word pour encourager les autres?

4 Cater, Adams, x33—4, Adams, Letters (W C Ford ed, 1930), 1,
468, J. F. Jameson in American Historical Review, 26 (1920), 9.
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Vi

Up to about 18go, when Henry Adams was finishing his
history, the major historians of the United States were still
sworking in the tradition of the great amateurs They were not
formally trained to wnte history, even though some of them,
after they had already established themselves as histonans,
took academic posts and tried to train a few others But the
development of the modem American university, which went
on with breathtaking rapidity in the years after 1870, brought
into being a whole new class of historians, the academic pro-
fesslonals In the last two decades of the nineteenth century
there took place a rapid transformation of the prevailing
model of historical work. A discipline that had once been
dominated by well-to-do gentlemen-amateurs inspired by a
literary ideal and writing grand narrative history aimed at
(i not always successfully reaching) a broad reading public
was now rather rapidly taken over by professional scholars,
recrulted to a striking degree from the middle and lower-
middle class, academically trained and academically em-
ployed, inspired by the scientific ideal, and writing for the
most part highly focused monographic inquiries intended for
other professionals It was not simply that universities and
colleges were becoming more numercus the place they gave
to history was growing larger, as they began to cope with the
complexity of modern knowledge and as the elective system
muldplied the number of courses in college curricula In the
old classical curdculum, history had been taught as some-
thing anciliary to the central subjects and had been entrusted
to men not primarily concerned with it Some ancient history,
for example, was frequently offered as a background to classi-
cal languages Even as late as 1884, the colleges and univer-
gitles, then some four hundred in number, stll had only
about twenty full-time history teachers Ten years later there
were almost a hundred, busily preparing their successors to
meet the rapidly growlng demand During the intervening
years of growth, the teachers of history, still under the rule
of old-fashioned educators who contipued to think of history
8 2 marginal subject, were a ludicrously underspecialized
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lot who carried on their original work under formidable han-
dicaps. At the very time when Frederick Jackson Turner was
developing the vital ideas his early essays, he had to offer
courses at Wisconsin mn the French Revolution, Primitive
Society, Dynastic and Terntorial History of the Middle Ages,
the Constitutional History of the United States, and a semmar
in the History of the Northwest—and it was not every in-
structor who had Turner’s gift for converting such demands
upon himself into an intellectual asset.® And yet, at the end
of the century the better universities were beginning to give
the new generation of scholars a professional atmosphere,
and to lay the basis for professional morale. Learned societies
were springing up, scholarly journals and umversity presses
had been established.

This change coincided with the disappearance of the
older generation of literary historians. Bancroft and Park-
man, the last of the great New England romantic histonans,
died in 1891 and 18g3. To some 1t must have seemed that a
small number of literary giants had been replaced by a horde
of mediocrities. In 1goo Frederic Bancroft, a historian who
belonged to the fading race of amateurs, reported to Herbert
Baxter Adams that he had lately been reading recent histori-
ans and critics and comparing them with those of other
countries and times. “Has 1t ever occurred to you,” he asked
abruptly, “that none of our schools of history has ever pro-
duced a historian of special merit as both scholar and
writer?”

Others looked upon this development with resignation.
Writing in 1891 on the course of American historical work,
J. F. Jameson predicted that the coming generation would
produce no classical historian to compare with a genmus like
Parkman, but suggested that this should not be regretted.
“If there is not produced among us any work of supereminent
genius, there will surely be a large amount of good second-
class work done, that is, of work of the second-class in re-
spect to purely literary qualities. Now it is the spread of
thoroughly good second-class work—second-class in this

5 Stull Holt, ed., Historical Scholarship in the United States, 1876—

rgor (1938), 123; cf. 65 On numbers in the profession, see
John Higham, History (1965), 4 ?
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sense—that our science most needs at present, for it sorely
needs that ymprovement in technical process, that superior
finish of workmanship, which a large number of works of
talent can do more to foster than a few works of literary
genius We may even hope that out of improved scholar-
ship may grow in tme a superior profundity of thought, for
in truth profundity of thought has not been among the merits
of our most distinguished historians ™

Jameson had summed it up well “technical process”
and finish of workmanship in the interests of a developing
sclence It was sclence that, in the post-Darwinian era, had
the prestige, and all the social disciplines—anthropology,
economics, politics, the new fleld of sociclogy, as well as
history—were at pains to modernize themselves by bringing
thelr methods into harmony with evolutionary methods, and
at the same time to strengthen thefr status in the academy
by affirming whenever possible their sclentific character Now
history too, once a branch of literature, must become a sci-
ence—a sclence which could aim, in retum for whatever
qualities might be lost, at greater profundity of thought But
here we must not be deceived the language of sclence was
ubiquitous, the deference given to it almost universal, but
historians did not always mean the same thing when they
spoke of 1t To some it seemed to mean only zeal in collecting
facts and the critical use of saurces~—though on such counts
they were not really far removed from the best of the roman-
tic historlans To others it might mean striving for objectivity,
avolding judgments, staying clear of that open partisanship
which was identified with the obsolescent work of George
Bancroft To some it meant concentrating on answering ques-
tlans about events rather than retelling a narrative, to others
simply systematic and quantitative work In its most demand-
Ing form it meant some combination of all of these in order
to forrulate general laws of historical development

And yet there were historians who, though they regarded
themselves as scientific, objected strenuously to what was
implied in this goal John W Burgess argued for purely in-
ductive procedures, for the disciplined collecting of facts in

¢ Holt, Historicat Scholarship, 281; Jameson, History of Hi:toricr
Writing, 1393
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their chronological order, on the assumption that their mean-
ing would become clear without the use of hypotheses or
guiding principles. Ephraim Emerton of Harvard, setting
down rules in 1893 for the training of PhD’s, reluctantly
allowed for “a brief excursion” into the philosophy of history,
but thought it a “dangerously speculative subject” whose
further pursuit, if there was to be any, could well be put off
to one’s mature years. The medievalist George Burton Adams,
protesting against idle speculation in 1909, imnsisted that
scientific history had one object, and one only: to collect and
classify facts, “to ascertain as nearly as possible and to record
exactly what happened.”” Anything beyond this was not his-
torical science but merely the philosophy of history. Wnters
of this persuasion thought that they understood Ranke, and
they approved of what they thought he stood for. history
une es eigentlich gewesen This school, with 1ts firm resist-
ance to all avowed schemes of interpretation, and 1ts disposi-
tion to smuggle in its preferences under the pretense of
having no views, constituted a persistent irritant to writers
of Turner’s generation, and again of Beard’s, who were hot
on the trail of the meaning of history and devoted to explana-
tion and critical analysis. Turner’s first speculative paper,
“The Significance of History,” brushed this school aside in
his search for explanatory patterns; Beard’s famous book on
the Constitution attacked it almost from the start.

The development of another, more theoretically minded
school of scientific history took place at Johns Hopkins in the
1880s, where the influential seminar of Herbert Baxter
Adams introduced some of that dedication and discipline that
he brought back from his studies in Germany. Adams liked
to imagine that his seminar was modeled directly after natu-
ral science, and once asserted with ingenuous pride that “the
Baltimore seminaries are laboratories where books are treated
like mineralogical specimens, passed about from hand to
hand, examined, and tested”-—an unconscious thrust at his

70n the ideal of scientific history, see John Higham, History
92-103; John Herman Randall, Jr., and George Haines IV, “Con-
troling Assumptions in the Practice of American Historlans,”
Theory and Practice in Historical Study, Bulletin s4, Social

Science Research Council (1946), 3 1, A. S. Eisenstadt, Charles
McLean Andrews (1956), chapters?ﬁ. sen P
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own vitals that could not have been more deadly if it had
been made by some unscrupulous satirist The Adams school
took institutions, especially political institutions, for its sub-
ject, and scorning (as it thought) all bias, disdaining the
play of feeling in the work of the romantic writers, tried to
concentrate on digging out the hard facts of institutional
change, and then, through the comparative method, to lay
bare the generally apphcable principles of evolutionary de-
velopment. The United States, Adams thought, “will yet be
viewed and reviewed as an arganism of historic growth, de-
veloping from minute germs, from the very protoplasm of
ptate life ™

In fact the leading ideas of the Adams school had about
the same relation to science that phrenology had to neurology
It refurbished, with biological metaphors and evolutionary
language, the old theory, quite familiar to the romantic his-
torlans and to others before them, of the Germanic ongms
of Anglo-American democracy, by disguising Providence in
the garb of Evolution, it restored the ancient idea that the
events of history go on under pravidential guidance. But it
was a productive school, which had to its credit the rearing
of an extraordinary proportion of the next generation’s lead-
ing histordans Some of its most forceful minds—among them
Charles McLean Andrews, Frederick Jackson Tummer, and
Woodrow Wilson—hroke quickly and easily on one count or
another with its guiding suppositions, but several remained
under lagting debt to its zeal for knowledge and its demand
for scholarly patlence in unraveling the threads of instto-
tional change

By the end of the nineteenth century it was evident that
the modern university had created a wholly new setting for
historical writing, and out of this setting Turner and Beard,
the major spokesmen of progressive history, arose The pas-
gion for style prevalent among the narrative wrters was now
at a discount, in favor of austerity and discipline, but as
always there was the need, even in the new modes of work,
of readable writers History was now linked Dot to Tomantic
fiction or romantic philosophy but to other academic disci-

——

® Elsenstadt, Andrews, r1 The Johns H
i opkins school is discussed
At somewhat greater length below, ChaptI::r 2
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plines that were swept along in the Darwinian current—to
anthropology, geography, sociology, economics. Histonans
became more aware of the wide range of subjects that they
might attend to—not simply politics but the whole range of
human ideas, activities, and institutions. At the same time
history was freed of excessive involvement with the religious
and sectional debates of the past, and laid upon itself the
demand to be objective and critical. More and more the
academic writers felt oblhiged to try to suppress the unsup-
pressable disposition to judge, and instead to look at histon-
cal controversies less to find who was right than to find out
how things came about. With the new historians the eternal
motive of judgment and vindication did not, of course, by
any means disappear, but it became mixed with and overlaid
by the motive of analysis and explanation As the “scientific”
monograph replaced the narrative, new imperatives arcse.
The monograph was the characteristic product of the gradu-
ate school, the offshoot of mnstruction toward the PhD~—
apprentice work, 1n a sense. Where the leading historians of
the amateur tradition had trained amanuenses and copyists,
the leading graduate instructors tramed PhD candidates,
and the order of service was reversed. the master was now put
to the task not of using but of developing the apprentice.
The difference was umportant. The amanuenses had been
subordinate to the aims of their employers: they gathered
facts, copied documents, but they did not appear Graduate
students, on the other hand, were ends 1n themselves; they
wrote therr own books which the masters “supervised.”

Here is where the leading professionals had their part.
In order to run seminars and provide inspiration for the grow-
ing number of such students, graduate instructors had to
have central, vitalizing ideas, around which a “school” might
cohere. And, what is even more to the point, young writers
of monographs themselves were hungry for ideas. Their in-
quiries were often very specialized, very recondite, very lim-
ited in scope, sometimes wrntten with an oppressive lack of
verve. But we must not imagine that such men were 1nsensate
drudges. Precisely because of the narrow confines of their
work, they longed to see their monographs take a place as
part of some larger, sustained pattern of inquiry. The PhD



pant 1 The Background 41

dissertation bad to be justified as a “contribution” to knowl-
edge—and the very idea of 4 contribution suggested a con-
summation beyond itself In the pattern of narrative history,
each work, as a work of art, contained its own consumma-
tion In the pattern of monographic history the consumma-
tion lay somewhere else, in some grander scheme of ideas,
or tn the cumulative development of science And it is here
that writers like Turner and Beard performed a function of
vital tmportance Turner's conception of the frontler process
and Beard's of the economic interpretation of politics gave
a connected meaning to the muldple events of American
history.

stll, the strength of the progressive historfans did not
depend solely upon the professional appeal of their basic
jnsights, it depended even more upon the mythic appeal of
thelr ideas which reached outside academic walls and touched
readers in the general intellectual public Their work has
to be seen @s part of a peneral change in styles of thought
that went on inside the academy in the years after 1890 and
finally brought the wark of academic scholars into a far more
active and sympathetic relation to political and social change
than it bad ever had before The historical writers of the
older generation had commonly looked with incomprehension
or stunned resentment at the trends of the times—the devel-
opment of industry, the problems of the city, the world of the
rebellious farmer, of the worker and the immigrant. Thelr
higtories reflect their distaste, thewr withdrawal, the Umits of
their goclal sympathies—in sum, their basic roots in the order
of the earlier nineteenth century, when men did not yet
believe that the United States would go the way of the other
modern natlons Above gll, thelr work reflected the laissez-
falre mentality history was not conceived as a possible in-
strument of social change, it had no positive relation to the
problems of the present Twmner, Parrington, and Beard be-
longed to a generation that was stfll relatively young during
the formative years of the Progressive movement Turner was
In his early thirties, Beard and Parrington in their early
twenties, when the great depression of the 1890’s—a turning
point in the development of the American mind—was at
its worst Wholly post-Civil War and postdndustrial, these
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younger writers were still in an impressionable stage of their
intellectual development at the time when the American po-
litical system had to make its first major adjustments to the
impact of modern industry.

Where the generation before them still thought of our
history from a perspective set by the events of the Civil War
and Reconstruction and by the moral and constitutional argu-
ments that came with them, the Progressive generation had
grown up with American industry, had witnessed the disap-
pearance of the frontier line, the submergence of the farmer,
the agrarian revolt, the recruitment of a vast labor force, the
great tides of the new immigration, the fierce labor struggles
of the 18g0’s. Their awareness of the whole complex of in-
dustrial America was keener, and their sense of the urgency
of its problems had been quickened by the depression of the
18g0’s. They were disposed to think more directly about the
economic issues of society, and to look again at the past to
see if economic forces had not been somewhat neglected.
They were disposed also to think more critically about the
ruling forces, about the powerful plutocracy that had beex
cast up by the national growth of the past thirty years. As
academic historians dependent upon their professional in-
come rather than inherited wealth, they were even thrown
into uncomfortable juxtaposition with the reigning forces of
American society. The raw and arrogant society that had
come with the new industry reached down even into the
academy and forced them to understand that they lived in
no ivory tower, that the professor, at least the professor with
new and critical ideas, must in his cwn way have a reckoning
with the world of institutional pcwer. Reared in a society in
which angry confrontations bet'r 2en academics and trustees
were to become increasingly common, all three of these men
—Turner at Wisconsin, Parrington at the Umversity of Okla-
homa, and Beard at Columbia—were drawn into and affected
by university controversies of varying degrees of acerbity, and
each of them left an institution under stress. What these
three men did in their writings—again with different strate-
gles and with different intensities of temperament—was to
move the thinking of American historians, at first slowly, and
then with increasing tempo and commitment, into the con-
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troversial political world of the new century and into the
intellectual orbit of the Progressive movement Where the his-
torical writing of the Gilded Age had been marked by its
aloofness from if not hostility to popular aspirations, the
historical writing of the twentieth century would be, what-
ever its pretensions to science, cxitical, democratic, progres-
sive
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CHAPTER 2

Turner and the Western Revolt

The reign of aristocracy is passing, that
of humanity begine Democracy iz watting for
ity poet

—g‘gcdcﬂch Jackson Turner, 1883 (aet a1)

All the assoclations called up by the
spoken word, the West, were fabulous, mythic,

hopeful
—Homlin Garland

I

HEN WE THINK of the American West in the 18g0s, we

think first of {ts manifest excitements—the revalt of
Populism, the climax of the silver issue in the Bryan cam-
paign of 1896 There was also a parallel cultural revolt of
gimilar emotional origins yet gentler, subtler, and consid-
erably more enduring For a long time the East had con-
descended to Western culture, and Westerners were tired of
betng patronized Mature enough now in their wealth and
thefr cultural powers, they were at last ready to stage a dem-
onstration of their coming of age, to write manifestos pro-
claiming thefr cultural fndependence and promising their
future predominance When Congress authorized a national
exposition to celebrate the four hundredth anniversary of
Columbus’s discovery of Amenca, it was none of the great
Eastern cities—not Boston, the passing cultural capital, nat
New York, the emerging one, not Washington, the political
capital, nor Philadelphia, which had appropriately been host
to the centennial of the Declaration of Independence in 1876
—hut two upstart Western nivals, St. Louis and Chicago, that
bid hardest to have the fair, and it was Chicago that won
There the American Historical Association gathered in July,
1893, and there Frederick Jackson Turner, then not quite
thirty-two, reed a paper on “The Significance of the Frontier
In American History™ “which was destined,” as Charles A.

V. iei
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Beard later wrote, “to have a more profound influence on
thought about American history than any other essay or
volume ever written on the subject.”!

The political revolt of the West could be heard anywhere
in the rhetoric of the nineties. The cultural revolt, carned on
for the most part softo voce and scattered in a vamnety of
fugitive sources, is harder to record But Turner’s address was
one of two documents symptomatic of the spirit of the new
West. While Turner in effect claimed for the West America’s
histonc past, Hamlin Garland’s literary manifesto, Crumbling
Idols, claimed America’s cultural future. Garland’s little book,
published in 18g4 by the enterprising new Chicago firm of
Stone and Kimball, was almost a counterpart in criticism of
Turner’s historical essay. Garland, a year older than Turner,
was also a native of Wisconsin. Like Turner, he had played
the role of the young man from the provinces, although
where Turner had gone to the East’s most vital academc
center at Baltimore, Garland had gone to its old literary
center at Boston. With Garland the experience led to a similar
reassertion of Western pride, to a rejection of Eastern literary
models and standards of judgment, The history of American
literature, he argued, is the history “of the slow development
of a distinctive utterance.” Its greatest impediment was 2
continuing imitation of Enghsh literary models. Amerncan
literature had been almost wholly provincial "down to the
Civil War, but at its close, “from the interior of America, men
and women rose almost at once to make American literature
take on vitality and character.” Now the Eastern cities had
taken the position once occupied by London, that of an
academic center, and the many school-bred Westerners, who
were still content to defer to the judgments of the East, wrote
imitative works, taking their stand against “the indigenous
and the democratic.” Against this worship of crumbling idols
the Western artist must steel himself The problem for an
American art was not to produce something greater than the

past but something different. “Our task 1s not to imitate but
to create.”

! “Turner’s “The Frontier in American History,’” in Books That

Changed Our Minds, ed. by Malcolm Cowley and Bernard Smith
(1938), 61
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In short bold strakes Garland tried to anticipate the new
democratic realism (he used the unfortunate texm “veritism”™)
that would tise out of the West The Western writer must
learn to see “the wealth of material which lies at lus hand
in the mixture of races going on with inconcelvable celerity
everywhere in America, but with especial picturesqueness in
the West,” For forty years an “infinite drama” had been going
on in the wide spaces of the West, as rich a drama as any
ever seen on earth Themes were crying out for their writers
—the history, for example, of the lumbering district of the
Northern lakes, the subtle changes of thought and life that
had come with emergent cities like St Paul or Minneapolis,
the life of the sawmills and shingle mills, the river life of the
upper Mississippl, the mixtures of races, the building of the
railroads with their trickery and exploitation, the rise of mil-
lionalres “The mighty West, with its swarming miliions, re-
maing undelineated in the novel, the drama, and the poem ”
The coming generation would remedy this but it must not
fmitate, it must write of the things it knows, must embrace
local color-—*Every great moving literature today is full of
local color”, look at the Norweglans and the Russians As
Tumer argued that local history must be set in the context
of universal history, Garland saw that the parochial, once it
has been raised to the highest level of expression, has uni-
versal merits

Garland saw the future of American literature coming
out of the prairies and forests, from which Turner traced the
democracy of the past “The prairles lead to general concep-
tions The winds give strength and penetration and alertness
The mighty stretches of woods lead to breadth and generosity
of intellectual conception The West and South are coming
to be something more than big, coming to the expression of
a new world, coming to take their places in the world of
literature, as in the world of action, and no sneer from
gloomy prophets of the dying past can check or chill them ”
Hence the center of national Hterary life could no longer be
In the East Literary supremacy would pass from New York
to Chicago, as it once had from Boston to New York, and
beyond Chicago there lay yet more new centers of literary
culture In the future, American culture would

, no doubt be
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more diffuse, but if it would have any center, it would surely
not be New York, which, like Boston, “is too near London.”
“From [the] interior spaces of the South and West the most
vivid and fearless and original utterance of the coming
American democracy will come. . . . The genuine Amencan
literature . . . must come from the soil and the open air, and
be likewise freed from tradition.”

Turner’s single address had more durable fare to offer
than the dozen essays that made up Garland’s book. Not only
did Turner set forth a view of the American character so
conceived that the very essence of American nationality was
recaptured from the Eastern historians and turned over to
the substantial majority of Americans who lived beyond the
Appalachians, but he also offered an “explanation,” to use
his term, of all American history that was distinctly different
from previcus explanations. His famous paper opens on a
strategic note- citing a recent bulletin of the Superintendent
of the Census, Turner pointed out that the unsettled area of
the United States was now so broken up by the advance of
settlers that there was no longer a frontier line. The frontier
had disappeared, and this marked “the closing of a great
historic movement ” Thus far American history had been in
large degree the history of the colonization of the West. “The
existence of an area of free land, its continuous recession,
and the advance of American settlement westward, explamn
American development.”

Turner went on to underscore the central importance of
growth and adaptation in American history, with the special
feature that the frontier brought a continually renewed rever-
sion to “primitive conditions,” which is experienced over and
over again. “This perennial rebirth,” he asserted, “this flndity
of American life, this expansion westward with its new op-
portunities, its continuous touch with the simplicity of prim-
itive soclety, furnish the forces dominating the American
character The true point of view in the history of this nation

2 The address did not appear in book form until the publication
of The Frontier in American History (1920), 1-38, hereafter
cited as Frontier It"has been printed in many places, but the
most accessible work for readers today, which containg Turner’s

significant early essays, is Ray Allen B ter
and Section (1961) 4 y illington, ed, Frontie
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{s not the Atlantic coast, it is the Great West.” Even the
slavery struggle “occupies its fmportant place in American
history because of its relation to westward expansion ”

Exclusive attention, Turner complained, had been given
to the germ theory of political institutions—to the study of
European germs maturing in the American environment—
and too little to the demands of the environment itself, for
it was the environment that provided the American elements
*The frontier is the line of most rapid and effective Ameri-
canization ” It takes the colonist, & man in European dress
with European habits of thought, strips off the garments of
his civilized past, puts hirm almost on a par with the Indian,
and disciplines and changes him during his long struggle to
{mplant soclety in the wilderness At first the wilderness mas-
ters the colonist, in the end it is mastered by him, as the
apparatus of civilization little by little emerges, but the point
fs that the process changes him, and when it is over he is no
longer a European but a new man, an accretion of the new
things he has had to learn and do “Thus the advance of
the frontier has meant a steady movement away from the
influence of Europe, a steady growth of independence on
American lines And to study this advance, the men who grew
up under these conditions, and the political, economic, and
soclal results of it, is to study the really American part of our
history ”

Like most of the post-Darwinfan thinkers of the nine-
teenth century, Turner was fascinated by the idea of laying
out the development of civilization in a serles of distinct
evolutionary stages, and the beauty of American history,
from this point of view, was the way the stages of social
development appeared and repeated themselves in a clear
pattern In one of his best images Turner said “The United
States lies Mike a huge page in the history of soclety Line by
line a8 we read this contmental page from West to East we
find the record of social evolution ” The stages are recorded
like the strata in a geological sequence or the order of species
on a phylogenetic scale first the Indian and the hunter, then
the trader, the pathfinder of civilization, then, successively,
the pastoral stage of ranch life, settled farming communities,
intenslve cultivation, and finally the emergence of cites and
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manufactures. In a long central passage of the essay Turner
spelled out some of the features of these various kinds of
frontiers.

In assessing the effect of the frontier on the East and
on Europe, Turner argued that the frontier was the primary
agency through which the immigrant was Americanized, that
it “promoted the formation of a composite nationality for
the American people.” The important legislation that had
developed the powers of the national government was also
“condittoned on the frontier.” Such matters as the tariff, the
disposition of public lands, and internal improvement had
traditionally been treated by historians as subsidiary to the
slavery question. “But when American history comes to be
rightly viewed it will be seen that the slavery question 1s an
incident ” (Earlier he had said, with better proportion, “a
most important incident.”)3 The demands of the West, the
problems arising out of the conquest and settlement of the
West, were of such importance that they shaped the slavery
struggle itself. The West forged legislation, broke down the
sectionalism of the coast, nationalized the federal govern-
ment. Loose construction of the Constitution gained as the
nation marched westward. “It was this nationalizing ten-
dency of the West that transformed the democracy of Jeffer-
son into the nationalizing republicanism of Monrce and the
democracy of Andrew Jackson” But the “most important
effect of the frontier” was in promoting democracy both m
America and Europe. The fronter produced individualism,
and “frontier individualism has from the beginning promoted
democracy.” It was the West that had done most to develop
a democratic suffrage

Above all, the West had promoted mobility and oppor-
tunity. “So long as free land exists, the opportunity for a
competency exists, and economic power secures political
power ” Turner saw that “the democracy born of free land”
had its limitations too: it went too far in its selfishness and
individualism, proved itself intolerant of administrative ex-
perience and education, pressed liberty beyond its proper

3In his “Problems in Ameri » R
Section, 29 can History” (18g2); Frontier and
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bounds, showed laxity in regard to governmental affalrs,
looked indulgently upon speculation and wild-cat banking,
and, as the current agitation of the Populists showed, enter-
tatned rather primitive notions of finance In religion and
intellectual life the fronter inheritance was also mixed, but
invariably powerful “From the conditions of frontler life
came intellectual traits of profound importance,” which can
be read In the reports of frontier travelers—coarseness and
strength, acuteness and inquisitiveness, a practical, inventive
tum of mind, quick to find expedients and masterful in its
grasp of material things, a “dominant individualism working
both for good and evil,” an exuberance that comes with free-
dom, but also a deficiency in artistic sense

The essay closed with a moving coda, which reverted to
the theme of the Columblan Expositdon “Since the days
when the fleet of Columbus satled into the waters of the New
World, America has been ancther name for opportunity, and
the people of the United States have taken their tone from
the incessant expansion which has not only been open but
has even been forced upon them ” It would be rash, Turner
thought, to say that this expansive quality was at an end the
hablt of movement was there, and American energy would
continue to demand “a wider fleld for 1ts exercise ™ But now
It would work without the great gift of free land “For a
moment, at the frontier, the bonds of custom are broken and
unrestraint i triumphant. There is not [sic) tabula rasa The
stubborn American environment is there with its {mperious
summons to accept its conditions, the inherited ways of
doing things are also there, and yet, in spite of environment,
and in spite of custom, each fronter did indeed furnish a
new field of opportunity, a gate of escape from the bondage
of the past, and freshness, and confidence, and scorn of older
society, Impatience of its restraints and its ideas, and indif-
ference to its lessons, have accompanied the frontier What
the Mediterranean Sea was to the Greeks, breaking the bond
of custom, offering new experiences, calling out new institu-
tions and activities, that, and more, the ever retreating fron-
tier has been to the United States directly, and to the nations
of Europe more remotely And now, four centurles from the
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discovery of America, at the end of a hundred years of life
under the Constitution, the frontier has gone, and with its
going has closed the first period of American history.”

IY

Garland’s ingenuous and ill-formed tract, though pro-
phetic on minor points, was soon to be forgotten. As for
Turner’s address, its immediate reception by the historians at
Chicago gave no augury of its future fame, but the tide was
running with him: he had struck off a view of American his-
tory which appealed both to the particular needs and mterests
of the nising historical profession and to the American 1magi-
nation at large. Somehow he had caught in an essay of less
than thirty pages what was to become the characteristic
American view of the American past If Turner’s paper did
not immediately strike his listeners as sensational, 1t may
be because many of them were already sympathetically aware
of the Western cultural reaction and because they greeted
Turner’s assertions as part of the growing concern for the his-
torical study of the West. The idea that the Eastern point of
view had failed to account for the development of the con-
tinent took on a certain poignancy, to be sure, from sectional
resentments Charles A. Beard later remembered, perhaps
with a touch of exaggeration, being “in the bondage of in-
1quity and the gall of bitterness-—at least in the Middle West
where I lived at the time Turner read his address,” and bemng
convinced that Easterners had been raised on literature as-
suming “that all of us beyond the Alleghenies, 1f not the
Hudson, were almost, if not quite, uncouth savages.™

Westerners were not wrong in thinlang that they were
often regarded with some disdain by Easterners of the old
school, Interregional encounters could be bruising. “I do not
like the western type of man,” E. L. Godkin had once an-
nounced to Charles Eliot Norton, and to another who had
written him in praise of Califormia he rephed firmly. “No
scenery or climate I had to share with western people would
charm me.” One of Norton’s correspondents, the young

4 Beard, “Turner's ‘The Frontier in American History,”* 67.
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George Edward Woodberry, who had taught for a time
early in his career at the University of Nebraska, found
that the faculty was sharply split between its Eastern and
Weatern members His own response suggests why. Nebraska
soclety, he reported to Nocton, was “characterized by blank
Philistiniem intellectually and barren selfishness morally ”
The undergraduates were “necktleless, often collarless,” and
sometimes appeared in “shirt fronts of outrageous umclean-
ness ™ “This life,” he complained in an anxious letter to Nor-
ton, “requires a hardihood of the senses and susceptibilities
of which you have little conception, I fear . I doubt very
much whether the hardihood I gain will not be a deterforation
into barbarism, not sinew for clvilization ™

Such feelings Turner knew, and had opposed with a
touch of gentle humor. Years after his famous essay, trying
to help a friend phrase a tactful letter that would appease
Western sensibilities, Turner unwittingly accounted for much
of his own impact. “I have merely trled,” he explained, “to
put myself in the mental attitude of a sensitive Western man
who 1s apt to be on his guard and looking for trouble when
a New England resident explains things to him ” Yet, despite
the polemical surge behind much of Turner’s work, not all
Eastern historlans were disposed to deny that mare attention
should be given to the West. At its second meeting in 1885
the American Historical Assoclation called for more suitable
eagures to preserve materials on Western history W F
Poole, an adopted Midwesterner, complained in his presi-
dential address three years later that Easterners had been
wnting American history without due regard for the impor-
tance of the West, and urged them to grow “tall enough to look
over the Appalachian range and see what has happened on the
other side ~ At the same meeting Turner’s teacher at Wiscon-
&n, William F Allen, a medievalist who sometimes doubled
in Amerlcan history and whose precepts profoundly influenced
the young scholar, thought it fmportant to plead for “The
Place of the North-West in General History,” and had force-

:cino'dkin a8 quoted by V L. Partington, Main Currents in Amer-
Thought (1930), IO, 161; for Woodberry, see Joreph Doyle,

Edward Woodberry,” unpublished dissertation, Columbia
University (1953), 187, 188, 215
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fully asserted the central place of the Northwest both in the
impenal struggles of the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries and in the development of American hberty. A young
Eastern historian with Western interests, Theodore Roosevelt,
published 1n 1889 the first two volumes of The Winning of the
West, which Turner praised in the D:al as a “vivid portraiture
of the backwoodsman’s advance” written “in the light of the
widest significance of the events which he describes "8

As is commonly the case with such basic ideas, Turner’s
frontier interpretation did not spring mto being all at once
out of a single mind It no more detracts from Turner’s origi-
nality to point to his predecessors than it does—to risk a com-
parison with a much grander intellectual construction—to
point out that Marx’s system was pieced together out of Eng-
lish political economy, German philosophy, and French uto-
plan speculation. The presence of the unsettled West had
always had a powerful effect upon the minds both of Ameri-
can and foreign observers, and it 1s no surprise that Turner’s
theories were a striking consummation of an old interest rather
than a new departure. Many leading writers, beginning with
Franklin, Jefferson, and Hamilton, had argued that free lands
would act as a kind of relief for unemployed or discontented
labor and as a source of high wages, and this idea became
very widespread in the United States. This, to be sure, was
only a portion of Turner’s interpretation; but his central em-
phasis on westward expansion and open land as forces in
American democracy and the American character had also
been anticipated by others at home and abroad. Hegel, in his
Philosophy of History, had considered that the Mississippi
lands relieved the chief source of discontent in America and
thus guaranteed its existing civil condition.” Emerson, in
1844, had observed in his lecture, “The Young American,”
that the Atlantic States had been onented toward Europe and
commercial culture but that now “the nervous, rocky West is

¢ Turner to Mrs Alice Perkins Hooper, February g, 1916; W. F.
Poole, “The Early Northwest,” American Historical Association,
Papers, 3 (1889), 277-300, William F Allen, Essays and Mono-
graphs (18g0), g2-111, Turner, “The Winning of the West,”
Dial, 10 (188p), 71-3.

7 For references on Turner's precursors in this and the following
paragraphs, see the relevant section in the Bibliographical Essay.



parT 1 Frederick Jackson Turner 57

intruding a new and continental element into the national
mind, and we shall yet have an American genius.” Macaulay
in an often quoted letter of 1857 to an early biographer of
Jefferson, attributed the stability of American politics to “a
boundless extent of fertile and unoccupied land” Yankee
prophets of the early nineteenth century like Timothy Dwight
and Lyman Beecher had clearly seen the pivotal place of the
West in the future culture of America and were intent to
claim it for the nght brand of Protestantism Such men did
not always think well of the Westerners, but their sense of
the process involved was much like Turner’s “In mercy ..
to the sober, industrious, and well-disposed inhabitants,”
Dwight wrote In 1821, “Providence has opened in the vast
Western wilderness a retreat, sufficlently alluring to draw
them away from the land of their natvity We have many
troubles even now, but we should have many more, if this
body of foresters had remained at home ”

A commentator like Tocquevilie could hardly fafl to see
the phenomenon, particularly in its bearing on the American
imaglnation “The American people,” he wrote, “views {ts own
march across these wilds, draining swamps, turning the
course of rivers, peopling solitudes, and subduing nature This
magnificent image of themselves does not meet the gaze of
the Americans at intervals only, it may be said to haunt
every one of them in his least as well as in his most important
actions and to be always flitting before his mind ” E L God-
kin had argued in a brilliant essay of 1865 that the phenomena
of frontler life were more an effect than a cause of democracy,
but that “it has been to their agency more than to aught else,
that the democratic tide in America has owed most of its force
and violence ” To the westward movement Godkin attributed
the “prodigious contempt for experience and for theory” that
Americans had developed, and he charged it with accentuating
their materfaism, their ant-intellectual and anticultural
feelings and their distrust of history (Turner was amused
when his attention was called to this plece in 1896 “Godkin,”
he said, “has stolen my thunder *) The ingratiating Southern
statesman, Lucius Quintus Cincinnatus Lamay, adumbrated
S0me aspects of the frontler thesis in a memorial speech on
Cathoun delivered in 1887 Lord Bryce sounded rather like
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Turner two years later when he wrote in his great commentary
that “the West is the most American part of America; that is to
say, the part where those features which distinguish Amenca
from Europe come out in the strongest relief.” He also ob-
served that nearly all the best arable land was already occu-
pied, and predicted on this count that the future “will be a
time of trzal for democratic institutions ”

Three years before Turner’s address Hubert Howe Ban-
croft, another historian of the West, had noted that “the tide
of intelligence” had always moved from East to West, and had
attributed the static character of late medieval Europe to the
“lack of free land.” He thought that the Anglo-Saxons of
America in their westward advance across the continent had
“a marked advantage over other nationalities for migration
and colonization by virtue of the century-training in back-
woods life, and expansion of frontier settlement by constant
accessions from the seaboard states. Herein they had devel-
oped the practical adaptability and self-reliance inherited
from the mother race, so much so as to surpass even that so
far pre-eminent colonist element.” Willilam Graham Sumner
often wrote of American democracy as the product of a par-
ticularly favorable “man-land ratio,” and forecast that its
course would be less smooth as the ratio changed with the
exhaustion of the available lands.

Henry George’s concern with land use brought him strik-
ingly close to the ideas identified with Turner. In Progress
and Poverty (1879) he wrote: “This public domain—the vast
extent of land yet to be reduced to private possession, the
enormous common to which the faces of the energetic were
always turned, has been the great fact that, since the days
when the first settlements began to fringe the Atlantic Coast,
has formed our national character and colored our national
thought. ... The general intelligence, the general comfort,
the active invention, the power of adaptation and assimila-
tion, the free, independent spirit, the energy and hopefulness
that have marked our people, are not causes, but results—
they have sprung from unfenced land. This public domain
has been the transmuting force which has turned the thrift-
less, unambitious European peasant into the self-rehant
Western farmer; it has given a consciousness of freedom even
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to the dweller in crowded citles, and has been a well-spring
of hope even to those who have never thought of taking refuge
upon it The child of the people, as he grows to manhood in
Furope, finds all the best seats at the banquet of life marhed
‘taken,” and must stroggle with his fellows for the crumbs that
fall, without one chance in a thousand of forcing or sneaking
his way to a seat In America, whatever his conditon, there
has always been the comsclousness that the public domain lay
behind him, and the knowledge of this fact, acting and react-
ing, bag penetrated our whole national life, giving to it gener-
osity and independence, elasticity and ambition All that we
are proud of in the American character, all that makes our
conditions and institutions better than these of older coun-
tries, we may trace to the fact that land has been cheap in the
United States, because new soil has been open to the emi-
grant.”

At the time of Turner's address America’s awareness of
its Janded heritage stood at a new juncture Many thoughtful
Americans of the 18g0’s were undergoing a crisls of nerve
about the present and future of their country Even before
the beginning of the general depression of 1893, an agrarian
depression had set 1n, followed by the emergence of Populism
and the cry for free silver The possibilities of greater mdus-
trial violence to0 were sounded 1n the Homestead Strike of
1892 and the Pullman strike of 1894 Renewed agitation over
monopoly had stimulated the passage of the Sherman Act in
1890 But the exhaustion of the public lands (then imagined
to be much closer than it actually was), the end of the fronter
line, seen in conjuncture with the agrarian crists and labor
confiict, pesed certain dark questions about the future * What
would be the character of American development without the
resource of free land, which was believed to have provided a
fund of new opportumities and an escape from poverty and
unemployment? The eminent American economist, Francis
Amasa Walker (who exercised considerable influence on

———
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Turner), wrote 1 1892 that since public land worth claiming
had almost run out, “reluctant as we may be to recognize it,
a labor problem is at last upon us. No longer can a continent
of free virgin lands avert from us the social struggle which the
old world has known so long and so painfully.” Leading ad-
vocates of immigration restriction, among whom Walker was
prominent, were begmning to pomnt to the supposed exhaus-
tion of land as a reason for closmg the national gates. Even
before the panic of 1893 precipitated the gloom, there was a
widespread anxious feeling that the country was nearing a
major turning 1n its history, and that the future might be far
more difficult and less endurable than the past—a feeling
echoed in Turner’s assertion at the end of his address that the
first epoch of American history had come to a close. But this
anxiety was also a spur to thought, and it prepared the way
for new speculation about the meaning of American history.
Turner’s friend and contemporary, Woodrow Wilson, was

one of those who saw the significance of his i1deas. In an essay
of 1893, Wilson observed that everything m American de-
velopment had been modified “when the great westward
migration began.” A new nation sprang up beyond the moun-
tains, a continental life radically different from that of the
first seaboard settlements. “The formative period of Ameri-
can history ... did not end in colonial times or on the At-
lantic coast . . . nor will it end until we cease to have frontier
communities and a young political life just accommodating
itself to fixed institutions. That part of our history, therefore,
which is most truly national is the history of the West.” “The
fact that we kept always, for close upon three hundred years
. a frontier people always in our van,” Wilson wrote two
years 14ter, “is, so far, the central and determining fact of our
pnational history. ‘East” and ‘West,” an ever-changing line,
but an unvarying expenence and a constant leaven of change
working always within the body of our folk. Our political, our
economic, our social life has felt this potent influence from
the wild border all our history through. The ‘West’ is the great
word of our history. The ‘Westerner’ has been the type and
master of our American life Now at length . .. we have lost
our frontier. our front lies almost unbroken along the great
coast line of the western sea. The Westerner, in some day
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soon to come, will pass out of our lfe, as he so long ago
passed out of the Hfe of the Old World Then a new epoch
will gpen for us Perhaps it has opened already. Slowly we
ghall grow old, compact our people, study the delicate ad-
justments of an intricate society, and ponder the niceties, as
we have hitherto pondered the bulks and structural frame-
work of government ™®

"Slowly we shall grow old " The line underscores
an fmportant quality of the frontier myth, which, as we shall
see, pervades its bistory it is adaptable not only to the
American’s celebration of himself but also, curiously, to his
misgivings about America If the frontier was the making
of Amerfca, what could ever replace it? The latent pessimism
of the fronter view, in sharp contrast to the ebullient optim-
ism attributed to frontier communities, had repercussions in
Turner’s own intellectual development.

I11

Turner’s life was like a personal re-enactment of the dia-
logue that was beginning in his day between the Eastern and
Western historians, for he was reared in the frontier country
and came eastward for graduate study to one of the primary
centers of the historical ideas he eventually overthrew He
was born in 1861 in Portage, Wisconsin, a Httle town recently
planted in the wilderness and not far from the frontier, which
still had fewer than 4,500 inhabitants in the early 1880s
when Turner left to attend the University of Wisconsin Of
his famfly backgronnd Turner later wrote “My people on
both sfdes moved at least every generation, and built new

¥ “Mr Goldwin Smith’s “Views’ on our Political History,” Forum,
16 (18g3), 4957, “The Proper Perspective of American History,”
1hid., 1p (18g5), 551 Though the first of these articlas came hard
upon Turner’s address, it was, by Wilson's statement, derlved
from it and not an Independent concluslon “All 1 ever wrote on
the subject came from him,” Wilson later declared. “I am glad,”
Turner wrote to Wilson at the time of the first Forum essay,
;ﬂllf you think I have helped you to some of these ideas, for 1
_ge many intellectual debts to repay you.” See Georgs C Osborn,
o gﬂm Wilson and Frederick Jackson Turner,” Proceeding:
H ¢ New Jersey Historleal Soclety, 74 (1g58), 218, and Wendell

Stephensan, “The Influence of Woodrow Wilson on Frederick
Jackson Turner Agricultural History, 19 (1p45), aso
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communities!. . . My father was named Andrew Jacks n.}s
Turner at his birth in 1832 by my Democratic grandfather,
and I still rise and go to bed to the striking of the old clock
that was brought into the house the day he was born, at the
edge of the Adirondack forest. My mother’s ancestors were
preachers. Is it strange that I preached on the frontier?”
Andrew Jackson Turner was one of those alert and mo-
bile Americans whose lives figured in his son's essays. Having
come west from the Lake Champlaimn region of New York in
1855, he started in Wisconsin as a printer, later bought the
newspaper that had employed him, and soon pursued a career
1 journalism as well as politics. He became a member of the
state legislature (as a Republican, though he had been raised
as a Democrat), of the state railroad commssion, and mayor
of Portage. He also achieved some note as a genealogist and
local historian. In his father’s office young Turner learned the
ways of American politics, and in the life around him he
watched the ways of the frontier and developed an appetite
for the outdoors that never left him. In his sixties he recalled:
“T have poled down the Wisconsin [River] in a dugout with
Indian guides . . . through virgin forests of balsam firs, seemng
deer in the river,—antlered beauties who watched us come
down with curious eyes and then broke for the tall timber,
—hearing the squaws in their village on the high bank talk
their low treble to the bass of our Indian polesman,—feeling
that I belonged to it all. I have seen a lynched man hangng
from a tree when I came home from school in Portage, have
played around old Fort Winnebago at its outskirts, have seen
the red shirted Irish raftsmen take the town when they tied up
and came ashore, have plo~ded up the ‘pinery’ road that ran
past our house to the pine woods of Northern Wisconsin,
have seen Indians come 1n on their ponies to buy paint and
ornaments and sell their furs; have stumbled on their camp
on the Baraboo, where dried pumpkins were hung up, and
cooking muskrats were in the kettle, and an Indian family
were bathing in the river—the frontier in that sense, you
see, was real to me, and when I studied history I did not keep

1*“Turner’s Autobiographic Letter,” Wisconsin Magazine of His-
tory, 19 (1935), 1023
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my personal experience in a water tight compartment away
from my studies ™

His memories of the Wisconsin environment, invoked
nostalgically in some of his later letters, were strong and
farmative during his years as a student in Madison As a
junior he wrote his firat published work about the vicinity of
his birthplace, a “History of the ‘Grignon Tract’ on the Port-
age of the Fox and Wisconsin Rivers,” and his masters
thests and doctoral dissertation dealt with the early Wiscon-
gin fur trade “1 am placed in a new society,” he wrote in 1887,
“which is just beginning to realize that it has made a place for
itself by mastering the wilderness and peophing the pralrie,
and is now ready to tahe its great course in universal history
It is something of a compensation to be among the advance
guard of new social ideas and among a people whose destiny
is all unknown The west looks to the future, the east toward
the past ™

The West, the future, and democracy As the son of mid-
dle-class Western culture, and of a politician named after
Andrew Jackson, Turner assumed without questioning the
ultimate validity and future supremacy of popular democracy
The language of a surviving oration on “The Poet of the Fu-
fure” Tumner delivered as an wnderpraduate in 1883 sounds 1o
one who is famtliar with the idiom of nineteenth-century
America as though it might as well have been delivered fifty
years before, in the Jacksonian era. “All over the world,”
young Turner asserted, “we hear mankind proclaiming its
existence, demanding its rights. Kings begin to be but names,
and the sons of genius, springing from the people, grasp the
real sceptres The reign of aristocracy is passing, that of hu-
manity begins, Democracy is walting for itg poet ™ Historians,
he wrote {n his notebook, had traditionally concerned them-
selves with “noble warnors, & all the pomp and glory of the
higher class—But of the other pbase, of the common people,
the lowly tillers of the soll, the great mass of humanity
history has hitherto said but Httle ” Even then Turner thought

’;IR“I A. Bllington, “Young Fred Turner,” Wisconsin Magazine of
3 ’ 46 (1983), 40
» 45, the ttalicired word is Turmner's, the italicized sentenice
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of what he called “peasant proprietorship”—by which he
meant simply the small farmer owning his own land—as the
key to the rise of democracy, and hence as the key to Amer-
ica; the nation would have been altogether different had its
land fallen into the hands of capitahsts, the owners of great
estates. “In this simplicity of our land system lies one of the
greatest factors in our progress.”™

At Madison Turner was singularly fortunate in one of his
teachers, W. F. Allen, then in his early fifties, who held the
professorship of Latin and history. A native of Massachusetts
and a graduate of Harvard, Allen had undertaken graduate
study in Germany. At Gottingen, he had been influenced by
Bancroft’s old teacher, A. H. L. Heeren, who was particularly
concerned with the history of colonial expansion, the unity
of European and American peoples, and a developmental ap-
proach to institutions. Allen, who won Turner’s enduring
affection along with his intellectual interest, taught American
as well as ancient and medieval history, and though he was
keenly aware of the importance of the West in American de-
velopment, he taught it against the background of universal
history, thus taking it out of the realm of local antiquarianism
and putting it into a wide intellectual framework. From the
very beginning, then, Turner was directed away from a
purely parochial exploitation of his feeling for the West and
toward a broad comparative view of history.® When he later
became Allen’s successor in history, his duties required him
to duplicate some of his teacher’s versatility by offering a wide
variety of historical subjects, including the dynastic and terri-
torial history of the Middle Ages. He never ceased to believe
that American history had a great deal in common with medi-
eval history, and while this iGea in itself may not strike us as
a particular telling one, the essential fact remains that Turner

4 On the democratic theme in Turner's carly years sec Fulmer
Mood, “The Development of Frederick Jackson Turner as a His-
torical Thinker,” Publications of the Colonial Soclety of Massa-
chusetts, 34 (1939), 290-4, and Smith, Virgin Land, 252-3.
U “My work really grew out of a preliminary training in Mediaeval
history, where I learned to recognize the reactions between a
Efoplefin the ogﬂr:lstle, c‘il:Id th&zir environment, and saw the {inter-
ay of economic, so and geographic factors in the tics,
institutions, ideals and life of a natlclajn and its relations 1I')Vioth its
neighbors ” To Arthur M. Schlesinger, April 18, 1922, cf. Turner
to Curd, August 8, 1528,
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had the imagination to leok at the American fronter and
American expansion against the background of other macro-
historical changes

After Turner had taught for a few years at the University
of Wisconsin, where he had taken an M A and written his
thesls on the fur trade, he was prodded into getting a doctorate
by its new president, Thomas C Chamberlin, who hoped to
bulld a more imposing university and wanted more PhDs
on his staff Several Wisconsin students had already gone to
Johns Hopkins, then at the peak of its eminence as a center
of graduate study, and Turner's decision to follow them in
1888 was fortunate the new university in Baltimore not only
gave him keener intellectual stimulation than he could have
had elsewhere in the United States but also gave him the
shock of opposition that was needed to precipitate his ideas

The prumary seminar at Johns Hopkins was conducted by
Herbert Baxter Adams, German-trained but also a disciple
of the English historfan E A Freeman Adams adhered to
Freeman’s notion that history is past politics and to the ideas
of the Teutonic school of evolutionary institutional history
But for men lihke Adams, as for Freeman, “past politics™ was
generously interpreted it included heavy doses of legal and
constitutional developments, and indeed put a strong em-
phasis on local institutional history Influenced by Bluntschli,
as well as by such English writers as Freeman, Stubbs, and
Maine, Adams shared their concern with establishing a kind
of history that would {lluminate the problematic nineteenth-
century constitutional developments in their own countries
The interest, for example, of a Swiss-German liberal like
Bluntschli in the convergence and federation of local political
units had obvicus points of contact with the problems of
American federalism

The methed to be used in such studies was supposed to
be rigorousty scientific—a comparative method Inspired in the
first Instance by Darwinism and intended to win for bistory
gome of the prestige of evolutionary science, but also drawn
more immediately from the evolutionary anthropology of
Spencer and Tylor and from the techniques of contemporary
philology With the evolutionary anthropologists, the insti-
tuonal historians believed that human development tahes
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place more or less according to a single, umlinear pattern,
and that it is the business of the 1nvestigator to trace out the
stages mn the development of mstitutions The Adams school
believed firmly in long-range continuities, and in the genetic
method. “The science of Biology no longer favors the theory
of spontaneous generation,” Adams wrote in 1883. “Wherever
organic life occurs, there must have been some seed for that
life. History should not be content with descnibing effects
when it can explain causes. It is just as improbable that free
local mstitutions should spring up without a germ along
American shores as that English wheat should have grown
here without planting. Town institutions were propagated in
New England by old Enghsh and Germanic 1deas brought
over by Pilgrims and Pumtans.” If this emphasis on cultural
continuity had brought the English historians to see their
debt to German institutions, it suggested that Amerncans
should stress their debt to England. “Thus, English historians,
Green, Freeman, and Stubbs recognized their fatherland. The
origin of the English Consttution, as Montesquieu long ago
declared, is found 1 the forests of Germany.”8

But the germ theory of democracy, as it has been called,
also suggested that democracy had always been present, like
the homunculus in the ancient view of human generation,
within the political plasm of the Anglo-Saxon peoples, that it
would unfold more or less automatically, or organically,
wherever the Anglo-Saxon “race” predominated. Actually, the
Anglo-Saxon school did not remain formidable for very long.
Frederick Seebohm had begun to puncture 1its notions in the
early 1880's, and in 18go Charles McLean Andrews, one of
Adams’s own pupils, pointed to the superficiality of the sup-
posed resemblances of the German tun, the Anglo-Saxon vil-
lage, and the New England town. It was not long before the
study of early American history would be taken away from the
Teutonusts by what 1s known as the “imperial school” of colo-
nial istoriography. But what united both was the disposition to
look at American history as an extension of English history, a
kind of evolutionary conservatism, and an Anglophile bias,

SH B Adams, “Germanic Ongins of New England Towns,” Johns

Hopkins University Studies in Historical and Political Science,
1 (1883), 8, 10
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none of which was altogether congenial to the spirit of Portage
and Madison

Adams in himself, cordial though he was to Turner, pro-
vided a personal surnmation of the latent differences that were
at work in this historical arpument Adams had come out of a
solld New England background, and had heen sent to Phillips
Exeter and Amherst before going to Heidelberg to study under
Bhmtschli. Just after Turner went back to Wisconsin from
Johns Hopkins, Adams too was glven an opportunity to move
westward, in the form of an invitation to an exceptionally
well-paid post at the University of Chicago Before deciding to
stay put, Adams drew a balance sheet of the advantages and
disadvantages of moving which sums up the tug of war over
soclal and moral values that was going on between men like
him and men hke Turner On Adams’s list of the qualities
of the two situations there were the following 7

BALTIMORE CHICAGO
Quiet Rush
Continuity Broken
Experlence Experiment
Society New People
Conservatism Boom

Duty Advantage
Assured position All new
Settled Moving
Identification Lost

On certain counts Turner could accept the assumptions
of the Adams school Like them he was interested in tracing
the development of democracy, and along with most of his
contemporaries he shared the general Darwinian cast of mind,
the desire to make history more “scientific " In particular, the
task of Jaying out the stages of political and social develop-
ment seemed of primary Importance to lum, one of his claims
for the particularly revealing quality of Amencan history had
Uts polnt Just here the constant renewal of social develop-
ment on the frontier, the constant reversion to prumitive
conditions brought ahout by the westward movement, seemed

TW stull Holt, Historical Scholarehip tn the United States, 1876—
Igor {1938), 157
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to him to make America a singularly good place to study the
basic pattern of social evolution. For a short time after his
arrival at Johns Hopkins he appears to have accepted the
germ theory, writing in 1889 of the “forted village” of the
frontiersmen as a place in which one could still find evidences
of the “old Germanic ‘tun,’ their popular meetings, ‘folkmoots,’
and theiwr representative assemblies, ‘witanagemots,” meeting
like the Transylvania legislature ” The facts of Western life
“carry the mind back to the warror-legislatures in the Ger-
manic forests, and forward to those constitutional conven-
tions now at work 1n our newly made states in the Far West;
and they make us proud of our English heritage.” But this
dalhance was not to last long. Even in the same review,
Turner remarked sardonically that “America’s histonans
have for the most part, like wise men of old, come from the
East, and as a result our history has been written from the
point of view of the Atlantic coast.” The younger generation,
he added with confidence, would now step forward to give our
history the proportions required by the movement of the
country’s center of gravity into the Mississipp: basin. To the
young Westerner, who had seen democratic institutions evolv-
ing on the American fronter, the notion that they had come
preformed from the German forest began to seem altogether
factitious. Moreover, Adams’s suggestion, as Turner later re-
membered it, that his seminar on American local institutions
had already “exhausted the opportunities for new contribu-
tions in the field of U.S. history and would turn to Eurcpean
history for its next work” was a direct provocation. With the
West hardly touched, was American history to be thought of
as exhausted? The frontier thesis, Turner explained to Carl
Becker years afterward, “was pretty much a reaction from
that [i.e., the Adams school] due to my indignation.” Turner
was far less interested in European germs and the hereditary
side of political evolution than he was in the effects of the
American environment For a Westerner it was hard to escape
the workings of the massive untenanted continent and the
necessity for men to find ways of coping with it; by compari-
son the inherited apparatus they brought to it, in ideas, habits,
and institutions, seemed quite frail. (“Into this vast shaggy
contnent of ours,” he wrote in 1go3, “poured the first feeble
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tide of Eurcpean settlement ”) The overwhelming American
environment must be put back at the center of the story, and
the fnherited “germs” whether biological-racial or cultural,
put in a completely subordinate place ®

Turner reacted quite as sharply to the preponderant
concern of Eastern historlans with the slavery conflict, to the
limited forms of constitutional argument it had engendered,
and to the sectlonal myopia of writers on both sides Too
much of American historical imagery had been taken up by
the figures of Cavalier and Yankee, and by their selfish sec-
tlonal quarrels A new theme was walting to be exploited, the
grand story of Western development A new figure was wait-
ing impatiently in the wings, the Western pioneer. And the
pioneer, though he had faults of his own, would prove to be
somewhat more genuinely natfonal in his loyalties and more
representatively American This side of Turner’s reaction was
reglstered in a Jong and shrewd critique, written in the 18g90’s,
of Hermann von Holst's multivolume Constitutional and Poli-
tical History of the United States, a critique which volces
Tummer's dissatisfaction with the prevailing conservative
nationalist history ? Painting out that von Holst, as a German
immigrant, had lived his formatve years in this country on
the Atlantic coast and in New York City, where the specter of
Tammany Hall loomed large, Turner concluded that he had
missed samething essential “With the healthy democracy of
the country and the west he was not familiar® Von Holst
had formed his impressions of America during the age of
Fiske and Tweed and the Crédit Mobilier scandal He could
see the sectional controversy only from the pomnt of view of
the Prussian nationalist, the rise of democracy only from that
of the educated Eastern Amerlcan familiar with its scandals
and weary of the spolls system, and the whole work was vitl-
ated by his faflure to see the formative effects of the West ag
mthetsplendid spectacle of the real growth of national sent-

ent”

For & man whose usual way it was to deal mildly and
-—_'-—"—h-_..____‘;
¥ Turner, “The Winning of the West,”

y t,” Dial, 10 (188g), 71; From-
tier, 267, on Adams’s statement see Wilbus R Jacobs, ed, Fred-
;ﬁ.ck Jackson Tumer's Legacy (1685), 17
FTho 23ay was not published until the publication in 1985 of

rederick Jackson Turner's Legacy, 85~104




70 THE PROGRESSIVE HISTORIANS

generously with others, Turner’s strictures on von Holst were
severe, and by comparison his rebellion against Adams’s pre-
cepts, though firm, was free of acrimony. Indeed, one is
impressed most by how much Turner owed to his Johns
Hopkins period, even to the provocation ke had from Adams,
as well as the older man’s gentle tutelage. Adams accepted,
and perhaps even encouraged, his pupil’'s Western interests
from the beginning. Turner was permitted to expand his
master’s thesis on the Wisconsin fur trade mnto a doctoral
dissertation, took his degree in 18go, and soon had the
pleasure of hearing Adams praise s work before the State
Historical Society of Wisconsin.

Other friendships made in Baltimore were of vital im-
portance. Among Turmer’s teachers was Woodrow Wilson, a
visiting lecturer, who as a Southerner shared Turner’s feeling
that the New England historians had given a false slant to the
nation’s history and encouraged Turner's emphasis on the
West. Wilson also introduced Turner to one of his favorite
writers, Walter Bagehot, whose Physics and Politics confirmed
Turner's interest in the sources of institutional innovaton, 1
the ways in which “the cake of custom” could be broken.
Richard T. Ely, who was lecturing on economics, encouraged
Turner to think about land economics and directed his at-
tention to the works of Francis A. Walker. Walker had taken
much note of the economic and historic effects of “vacant
land”; his writing also strengthened Turner’s interest in the
use of statistics and in devices for more systematic study than
historians then customarily engaged in Albion W. Small,
later an emunent sociologist, criticized the neglect of social
forces by American historians and impressed upon Turner the
importance of working across the constricting boundaries of
the social sciences.

During the Hopkins period Turner’s reading broadened
greatly. It carried him through much of the work of Momm-
sen, whom he greatly admared, and to J. G. Droysen’s
Grundriss der Historidk, a work which owed much to Hegel
and from which Turner took some of his conceptions of the
social functions of historical wrniting. By 1892, his interest in
land economics had brought him to Achille Lona’s Analisi
della Propneta Capitalista whose systematic emphasis on ex-
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pansion, colonization, and free land in relation to capitalism
was momentous for the young student Tumer’s range, it
must be said, was wide His remarkable essay of 18g1, “The
Significance of History,” was indeed ostentatiously cosmopoli-
tan, being not only full of references to standard English and
American historians but studded with cliations of German
writers like Schelling, Herder, Hegel, Niebuhr, Ranke, Droy-
sen, Roscher, and Knies The Turner thesis, though based on
frontler expenience and Western loyalties, had its debt not
only to Eastern centers of learning but to deas imported from
England, Germany, and Italy American democracy may have
been born on the fronter, but the Turner thesis was nurtured
in Stena and Padua, Gottingen, Berlin, and Jena, Oxford and
Cambhridge, as well as Portage, Madison, and Baltimore t

Iy

The argument, the rhetoric, and the intellectual strategy
of Turner's famous frontier essay can best be understood
when it is read in context with four other notable essays he
wrote between 1891 and 1go3 * Although his emphatic man-
neT later caused some critics to charge him with an inflexible
and dogmatic mind, these five pieces, taken together, are
quite fmpressive for their receptiveness and breadth In effect,
this historian, still in his thirties, charted out a very large
part of the course that American historiography was to run
for the next generation Not only did he establish himself as
the first writer to break significantly with the H B Adams
and Burgess schools and the hyper-confident “sclentific® his-
tory of their era, but he was—even when a certain glibness
and {mprecision in his own assumptions are duly noted~—one
of the first in tids country to try to make historians more

1For Turn
45 Nouds zoduction 5 The Borly Pines of Frviimh s,

ton Turrter, ses also Jacobs, Frederick Jackson Timer's Legncy,
;tnd, on Lora’s influence, see Leg Benson, Turner and Beard.

The others were: “The Significance of (18
91), “Prob-
ﬁl‘m in Amgrican History™ (x8g2), “rhm of the West™
(1&96) and “Contributions of the West to American Democracy”
§03) All are in Billington's selection, Fronter and Section,

g}!:‘j( cited, quotations in the following paragraphs are from
ton, 1a-13, 17, a0, a1, 64, and Frontler, 216
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critically aware of their own presuppositions. He anticipated,
however briefly and sketchily, the historical relativism that
was later to preoccupy Carl Becker and Charles A. Beard He
called, in ringing terms, for a better understanding of the
economic aspects of history and of the bearing of economic
interests upon politics In arguing once again that history is
not just about politics, diplomacy, constitutions, and battles,
not just about the domgs of a ruling ehte, but must deal with
the full range of human activities and with the life of the
common man, he anticipated clearly and unpretentiously a
central argument later identified with James Harvey Robin-
son’s “New History.” Here he repudiated the disposition of the
Adams school, following Freeman, to look upon political his-
tory as the essence of all history, and spoke boldly for the
broadening of the historical enterprise History was not to be
just past politics but also past literature, past rehgion, and
past economics “History is the biography of society in all 1its
departments.” In particular it must embrace, as Thorold
Rogers had recently urged mn his Economic Interpretation of
History, the study of economic life, for the meaning of many
political events grows out of economic experience On such
counts Turner’s preachings, as well as the practice of his
historical followers, helped to lay the groundwork for the
more aggressive use of the economic interpretation of history
that came with Beard’s generation.

Turner alsoc made suggestive observations about the
American mtellectual temper and about the role of 1mmigra-
tion. In time he was to be called narrow and parochial, but in
the 1890’s he was pleading for an understanding of our his-
tory in its broader relations that would relieve 1t of the burden
of provincialism. (“How can we understand American history
without understanding European history?”) He argued that
even “local history must be viewed in the light of world his-
tory.” He took a receptive view of related social disciplines.
He had more than a hint of an understanding that history
could well become more systematic, more aware of space and
quantity, and he was already on the way toward devising the
methods that were later to make his seminars so productive.
In Germany, where critical speculation about history and its
functions had reached a depth far beyond anything m the
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United States, Turner's early essays would perhaps have been
regarded as intelligent but rather rudimentary, but in the
American environment they were impressively original and
advanced Whatever thelr limitatlons, his ideas marked a
clear step beyond the preconceptions of previous historical
wdting In effect what he was doing in these early essays was
not Just turning attention to the neglected West, but forging
a new historical genre, the analytical essay, whose purpose it
would be to circumvent the traditional narrative and to try to
get at meaning in history In certain ways, all modern Ameri-
can historical writing follows Turmer in his emphasis on
posing and defining historical problems, and in his belief that
new methods were needed to solve them Here Turner estab-
lished himself as the first of the great professionals Whatever
else is to be sald about his specific intellectual commitments,
it was an achievement for a young historian only a few years
past his doctorate to have eschewed both the grand narrative
history and the emergent monograph, with its minute invest-
gation of details and its massing of footnotes, to draw up a
bald and prophetic new program for American historiography

In the argument of Turner’s early essays it is clear that
he ghared much of the current enthusiasm for “sclentific”
blstary a8 well ag the basic Darwinlan eesumptions wpan
which this history was then based The metaphorical language
of the early essays is largely naturalistic, full of references to
evolution, development, organs, environment, adaptation, and
stages of growth “Soclety,” Turner proclaims, drawing on
Droysen, “Is an organism . History is the self-consciousness
of this organism” Constitutional forms are “organs,” the
body pohtic has-its anatomy and physiology, the continent
develops “a complex nervous system,” the rise of political
Institutions 18 2 story of the evolution and adaptation of
0Igans, American democracy marks the “orgin of a new
political species

Thus far Turner had no quarrel with the evolutionary
orentation of the Herbert Baxter Adams school His break
with them grew out of an internal quarrel common to the
historical Darwintsts The Teutonic school stressed the un-
folding of the “germs” of democratic institutions as a more or
less natural process taking place in gimilar ways in different



74 THE PROGRESSIVE HISTORIANS

environments, wherever the Teutonic stock was dominant.
Turner broke with the hereditarian, and to a degree with the
racist argument underlying this scheme by stressing the
fundamental importance of the American environment. What-
ever might be said about democracy elsewhere, American
democracy (and this, though he was sometimes unclear about
1t, was all he pretended to account for) could not be under-
stood if the native elements peculiar to the American environ-
ment were not recognized as central. “This new democracy
...came from no theorist’s dreams of the German forest. It
came, stark and strong and full of life, from the Amencan
forest.”

With this sentence it becomes clear that even though he
was throwing overboard its genealogy of democracy, Turner
was holding fast to the romantic primitivism of the Teutomic
school. Democracy does not yet emerge from society or ideas
or from the internal dynamics of human institutions but still
comes from a forest-——ambling forth, one mmagines, like some
amiable cinnamon bear. Here, no doubt, much of the appeal
of Turner’s essays lay in their having aroused once again in a
new setting an old and pervasive anti-institutional bias in
American thought. Among his other achievements was to
put the American historical intelligence into a more direct
rapport with a side of the national mind that had fascinated
imaginative writers but had received only shight attention
from historians. I refer to the enduring American obsession
with an escape from society-—in the first instance from the
society of Europe and then from that society as 1t was re-
peated, recreated, and imitated in the American East—into
the original innocence and promise of nature, as represented
in the vast unspoiled interior of woods and prairies. Ameri-
cans were the descendants of men who had chosen to make a
rupture with the.Old World, and had promised themselves to
look for the bounty of the New, to make the most of experienc-
ing the start of the world, to make a virtue of having a slender
past by becoming the people of the future. With his stress on
the “perennial rebirth” of America under primtive fronter
conditions, Turner independently arrived at a theme which
had been celebrated by many of the major writers—among
them Cooper, Thoreau, Melville, Mark Twamn—a theme in
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which the central symbolic figure 13 a natural and unspoiled
man finding his most profound and satlsfying relationships
with the world of nature and with other natural men—a
Natty Bumppo, Huck Finn, or Ishmael “This,” D H Law-
rence saw in his Studies in Classic American Literature, “Is
the true myth of America She starts old, old, wrinkled and
writhing in an old skin And there is a gradual sloughing off
of the old skin towards a new youth It is the myth of Amer-
jca” This myth has created, and still creates, its heroes in
verse and fiction, but for all the work of Parkman in pre-
pational history, it had as yet in Turner's day found only a
slender recognition in national historical writing The ex-
ploter, hunter, trapper, cowboy, yeoman farmer (which of
these is emphasized most depends upon the relative strength
of the primitive or the pastoral) were still to be given their
historical due

So far as I have been able to learn, Turner was not (with
the possible exception of Emerson) directly influenced by any
of the imaginative writers—at least none Is even casually
referred to in his early essays, and there was no point at
which he ever wrote of any of them with depth of knowledge
or feeling But his own Western pleties and the politcal
traditions of the country led him in the same direction Cer-
tainly the Edenic myth had its palitical counterpart in the
traditions of American agrariamsm Very few American fac-
tlons or traditions were altogether free of it, but it had taken
its firmest embodiment in the democratic tradition from
which Turner himself stemmed The Jeffersonians had made
a great virtue of the old, uncorrupted republican simplicity,
the Jacksonfans, even as they were tearing up the landscape
with the fury of their competitive spirit, hearkened back to
It nostalgically, and it had come down in 2 strong and some-
tmes militant form in the political agrarianism of the post-
Civil War era, culmiating in the Populist revolt Pastoral
rather than rawly primitive In fts tonalities, the tradition of
political agrarianism took for its central figure the worthy
Feoman farmer, a symbol perbaps not more than a step
Temoved from that of the hardy pioneer In Tumer's pre-
>ccupation with the evolutionary stages by which the fron-
ter of the hunter anq trapper were superseded by that of the



76 THE PROGRESSIVE HISTORIANS

ploneer settler, and then by the increasingly complex com-
munities of villages and small towns, he was forging a link
between the Darwinian mentahty of his era and the older
mythology of Edenic America—joining hopes and aspirations
that were as basic to the American outlook as they were
poignantly self-contradictory and self-defeating. But 1t is
this as much as any other quality—and no doubt more than
its way of raising so many problems fascinating to the analyti-
cal intelligence—that explains our constant readiness to re-
turn to the frontier thesis. it touches so directly the American
yearning for the simple, natural, unrecoverable past.

v

Turner's view of American history won early acclaim.
Raised to prominence by his youthful essays—some of them
major substantive contmbutions to the history of Western
state-making in the Revolutionary era and of early national
diplomacy—he was soon sought after by other institutions—
Princeton, Johns Hopkins, the University of Pennsylvania,
Ambherst, and the new University of Chicago, then Stanford
and the University of California. In 1910, when he was at last
lured from Wisconsin to Harvard, Turner also served as presi-
dent of the American Historical Association at the uncom-
monly early age of forty-nine. Major publishers wooed him as
assiduously as umversity presidents, and tempted him into sign-
ing contracts for several books that he would never be able to
write. An impressive roster of young historians made their
way to Wisconsin for graduate study under his guidance. The
rapid acceptance of his ideas can be laid also to the fact that
there was a new public for his writings and for those of his
students, a public which was hardly less influential for being
small and highly professional. In a very real sense, the Turner
thesis and the historical profession grew up together. Al-
though the great day of the wealthy amateurs was comng to
a close, the writing of history had only recently become pro-
fessional, academic, and specialized. The first sound and
successful textbook by an American, Alexander Johnston's
History of American Politics, had been published only in 1879
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As late as 1880 ] F Jameson could count only eleven profes-
sars of history in the country, and the American Historical
Assoctation was founded only in 1884 At this stage, it was
still possible for one or two exceptlonally attractive graduate
seminars (or seminaries as they were then called) to have a
powerful shaping influence on historical research and
thought. Turner's seminar at Wisconsin became for the
twenty years after 18go what Herbert Baxter Adams’s had
been at Johns Hopkins in the 1880’

Moreover, Amerlcan university culture developed with
startling rapidity from 18go to 1910, spreading throughout
trans-Appalachian America, drawing strength from the rapid
improvement of the state universities, and appealing widely
to a new public of potential academics recruited from all parts
of the country. The Midwest particularly was now prepared
to make a formidable contribution to American culture, in his-
tory alone it was producing, in addition to Turner himself, such
men es Beard, Becker, Pamungton, and James Harvey Robingon
Aspiring academtcs, coming from the farms and small towns
of mid-America, and often from families of modest means,
were disposed to respond enthusiastically to Turner's sectional
blag and to his mild democratic nationalism, as well as his
glft for opening up new areas of historical interest close to
their own formative experiences

Years afterward, in 1926, Turner published one of his
most interesting essays on this generation of Middle Western
intellectuals, “The Children of the Ploneers ” In 1891, Henry
Cabot Lodge published in the Century an essay that seems to
have rankled in Tumer’s mind over all the intervening years,
and Turner's plece was in the nature of a long-delayed an-
swer Writing on the distribution of abflity in the United
States, Lodge had made a statistical study of the names listed
in Appleton’s Cyclopedia of American Btography and had
come up with the striking conclusion that New England and
the Middle Atlantic states had produced together three fourths
of the ability of the entire country Turner pointed out that
Lodge had been writing about a generation at whose time of
birth much of the Middle West was thinly developed Examin-
Ing Who's Who for 1923-24, Turner found that he could make
formidable claims for the creativity of those born in the North
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Central states roughly from 1860 to 1875, whom he called
“the pioneer children” of these states. His assumption that the
parents of all these children, simply because they were res:-
dent in the region, and regardless of their social status or
the size and maturity of the community in which they lived,
were “pioneers” was simply a part of the mystique of the so-
called frontier; and it led to the incongruity of defining such
comfortably reared children as, say, Jane Addams, Charles
A. Beard, and William Jennings Bryan as “children of the
pioneers ” Nonetheless, Turner's basic point, as a social his-
torian and an embattled Midwesterner, that his region had
produced its full share of leadership in industry, politics,
scholarship, science, and the arts, was impressively made by
a long roster of distinguished names which evokes much of
the intellectual history of the era Setting forth a strong hst
of historians alone, Turner remarked on a common quahty
of their work which he attributed in good part to their regional
background. “not only in striking out new lines of investiga-
tion, but in interest in the common people; in the emphasis
upon economic and social, geograpmcal and psychological
interpretation; in the attention to social development rather
than to the writing of marrative history of the older type,
wherein the heroes were glorified.”

Turner was describing here the men of his own genera-
tion and that of his earlier students, and perhaps even con-
sciously accounting for some of his own influence Some
evidence suggests that there was among the academic genera-
tion Turner trained at Wisconsin a solemn dedication to
“democratic” history. That there was a high degree of self-
conscious Westernism we can hardly doubt The quality of
this Western sentiment was already registered in the differ-
ence between the amateur local historical societies, East and
West. The privately financed societies of the East tended to
be like social clubs, antiquarian in cast, much concerned
with the genealogies and obituaries of their prestigious mem-
bers, but unconcerned with relations with profa:sional his-

3 Turner, Sections in American History (New York, 1932), 277-8
f‘f'ﬁs alm in this essay, Turner explained to a friend, was to show
that Eastern fears lest the West should produce only ‘barbarian’

¢hildren [haven't] been fully realized ” Turner to Alice Perkns
Hooper, March 8, 1526
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torians The Western societies were dominated by regional
rather than family pride, called upon the states for financial
support, enlisted the interest of men of affalrs with keen pro-
motional gpirit, and cooperated with professional historians,
particularly those in the state universitles In 1go7 the West-
ern professionals were impelled to found thefr own organiza-
tion, the Mississippi Valley Historical Association Turnet’s
own state was an especially strong center of this kind of
activity It had long been the beneficlary of the promotional
and collecting genfug of Lyman C Draper, who had begun
to put the faltering State Historlcal Soclety of Wisconsin on a
sound footing as early as the 1850's With Turner’s help,
Draper's successor, Reuben Gold Thwaltes, made Wiscon-
sin’s the best financed of all the state historical socletles, and
in 1900 Thwaites was at last able to persuade the state to
bring the society to the campus of the University of Wisconsin
and to put {ts collections in the same bullding with the uni-
versity lbrary Turner’s own work was based in good part
upon its splendid materfals More {mportant, his mind re-
fracted the Wisconsin angle of vision, Like many other West-
ern states, Wisconsin had s long history of exploration, Indian
trade, involvement in imperial wars, and precarious early
settlements Unlike the Fastern states, it had no claims to in-
dividuality and glory based upon contributions to the Revo-
lution or the early Union, but it had a memorable ploneering
history In the West, it has heen observed, “local historical
and pioneer societies concentrated, almost to the neglect of
all els¢, on the ‘golden age’ of the ploneer period and terr-
torial days ™

When Turner decided, after much painful hesitation, to
leave Wisconsin for Harvard in 1910, he was hurt by a few
surptisingly tart and unsympathetic letters of reproach from
former students for deserting the West. A more genial com-

AVan Tussel, Recording America’s Past, 100n, of Higham, His-
tory, 18~1p. it in perhaps significant that three of Turners four
major exsays of the 18po’s appearsd first in local periodicaly of
limited cireulation. The famous essay on the fronder appeared
first In the Proceedings of the State Historfcal Soclety of Wiscan-
sin for 18g4, though it wax reprinted shortly afterward in The
Amnual Report of the Amertican Historical Assoclation. The last

of thete essays, “The Problem of »
In the Atlantl Mo'nt?ﬂy of the West™ (18g58), came out
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ment came from Thwaites, who was amused at Turners ac-
count of his early weeks in Cambridge: “To have a man with
your Jacksonian ideas established 1n a mansion on Tory Row
comes very mear creating heart rupture in this neck of the
woods.” Heart rupture—the words were not il chosen; for
Tumer the experience, which at one point brought him to
tears, was rather more like expatriation than professional ad-
vancement. “I feel as though I were abandoning a very dear
dream,” he wrote; and the Madison Democrat lamented his
departure as “the loss of the acknowledged leader . . . among
those who approach American history from the western point
of view.” Turner found himself well treated at Harvard, after
having endured much sniping and denigration from the Board
of Regents at Wisconsin. Sdll, after almost a decade, he
wrote: “I am not sure that New England ever accepts anyore,
whether Tion’ or not, who doesn’t conform and roar in tune
with at least some New England key.” Although contented, he
was never wholly comfortable, and he might easily have
understood the point of Herbert Baxter Adams’s caution of
many years before: “Identification . . . Lost.” After an eve-
ning spent in the company of Mrs. William James, he reported
to his daughter: “I couldn’t do more than admire her con-
versation in brilliant spells of silence.” In 1913 he confessed:
“T am stull a western man in all but my place of residence.”
But one could always find solace in one’s Western identity,
and it was confirmed by further observation of life in Cam-’
bridge “There is advantage,” he wrote to Becker, “in a region
which ferments over one which—doesn’t.” It was a very
American, as well as 2 Western, judgment.
50n this move, sece Ray Allen Billington, “Frederick Jackson
Turner Comes to Harvard,” Massachusetts Historical Soclety Pro-
ceedings, 74 (1983), 512, 75, B1, 82, See also Turner to Alice
Perkins Hooper, January 23, 1919 This essay, which sheds much
light on conditions at the University of Wisconsin, shows that
Turner was moved in part by the hope that his resignation would
redound to the ultimate benefit of the university by inflicting a
defeat upon the conservative forces in the Board of Regents and
the state legislature. To some extent, Turner’s departure does
appear to have had that effect, I believe also that Turner was
afflicted by one of the characteristic fantasies of the nonwriting
writer the idea that moving would help him become productive
He hoped that being at last disengaged from all the familiar
affairs of Wisconsin, where he had been chairman of his depart-

ment for twenty years, and going to an institution in which he did
not have a deep personal stake would free him for his own work.
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VI

Although his most effective graduate instruction was
done in Madison, Turner did not cease to have, even in Cam-
bridge, respomsive students The situaton of the graduate
seminar and the requirements of the doctoral dissertation
gave him perfect ground for his unusual gifts as a teacher.
One of the basic needs of professional, specialized history and
the supervisfon of doctoral work was, and 1s, to work out a
histarical genre suitable to the talents of large numbers of
students who bave inquiring minds and sometimes distin-
guished intellectual abflities but who have at the same time
little gift for or interest in narrative history in the grand man-
ner Turner’s interests and perceptions here were as useful as
his ideas were congenial He had the wide knowledge of
sources, the patience for factual detafl, the new techniques
(the use of maps, slides, statistics, soll analysis, the plotting
of votes and alleglances), and above all the now established
medium of inquiry, the analytical monograph

Several students have paid tribute to Turner as a teacher
The portrait that emerges iz one of a certain openness and
generosity of character rather strongly reminiscent of
Christopher Newman in Henry James's The Amerncan, or per-
haps of the good American, Cadwallader, in Cooper's The
Travelling Bachelor *Truly, there was something so naif,
and yet so instructed—so much that was intellectual, and
withal, so slmple-—a little that was proud, blended with some-
thing philosophical, in the temperament and manner of this
westemn voyager . " Students might be struck at the very
beginning by Turner’s mellow, almost caressing voice, and
they would s00n respond to the friendly interest behind t—
an interest which led in many cases to lifelong attachments—
to his non-authoritarian manner, his habit of posing questions
rather than offering answers, his unwillingness to tell his
students what to think, his lack of pretense and academic
suobbery, his way of engaging enthusiastically and imme-
diately with the subject matter without obtruding himself His
lectures, often improvised from whatever sheaf of notes he had
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at hand or whatever historical problem was uppermost in his
mind, might or might not come off; but in the end they had the
ment of allowing his students to see his mind spontaneously
at work on the subject matter. His seminars, better planned,
were well calculated to spur the students to share in his in-
satiable appetite for facts, his relish for problems.

The whole effect, as Carl Becker reported in a warm trib-
ute, was that of “a lively and supple mntelligence restrained
and directed by some inexhausuble fund of sincenty, in-
tegrity and good will.” Presiding over it all was that “intense
and sustamed interest which an abundance of 1deas can alone
generate ” And this no doubt was the key to Turner’s achieve-
ment as a teacher, as well as a writer: his sense that American
history was still in great part unwritten, lis abjlity to pro-
pound large, congenial leading 1deas that pointed to whole
areas of inqury, and behind this to marshal a host of specific
insights as to how this or that subject might receive a mean-
ingful treatment. Woodrow Wilson, commenting on a paper of
Turner’s at the American Historical Association in 1896, hit
it off well when he said that Turner was one who gains “the
affection of every student of history by being able to do what
very few men manage to do, to combine the general plan and
conception with the minute examination of particulars, who
is not afraid of the horrid industry of his task, and who can
yet illuminate that industry by knowing the goal to which it is
leading him, and the general plan by which it should be
done.”®

When one looks at the products of Turner’s graduate
seminars, one is impressed both by the number and profes-
sional eminence of his students and by the wide range of
subjects they were put to work on. Not only was there Becker
himself, but an impressive roster of men and women—almost
three dozen of them trained during his years in Madison—
who became leading scholars in the history of the West and
the territories, the South and slavery, of sectional tendencies
in the Eastern states Itis a roster of writers whose names are
not, on the whole, recognizable to the general reading public,

8 Carl Becker, “Frederick Jackson Turner,” in Howard W, Odum,
ed, Pioneers and Masters of Social Sclence (1927), 289, 292,
Oshorn, “Woodrow Wilson and Frederick Jackson Turner,” 226,
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but whose monographs were, and in some cases still are, the
staples of the profesglanal literature and whose cumulative
work refashioned American history The sharp and rather
dogmatic form n which the frontler thesis had been set forth
in Tumer’s essays never inhibited significant scholarship
dealing with a wide range of problems outside fronter or west-
ern history, narrowly construed—problems of forelgn policy,
poliical conflict, transportation, immigration, agricultural de-
velopment, interstate migrations, the disposal of the public
lands, constitutional development, even the history of ideas.
In effect Turner's own students themselves realized a large
part of the program for historical scholarship that he laid
down in his ambitious early essays And, though the training
of doctors in American history was sufficiently diffused so
that no one historian could lay claim, as Turner’s contemporary
Franz Boas could for anthropology, to have ralsed almost
singlehanded an entire generation of professiomals, Turner
was not far wide of the mark Within fifteen years or less from
the presentation of Turner’s famous paper at Chicago, his
ldeas were well on the way to achieving a place tn the work
of American historlans somewhat proportionate to the place
the West had long cccupied in the American imagination The
historical profession, it was later said, was converted into one
latge Turner-verefn It is an awkward joke, but 1t mocks with
4 certain ironic effect at the passing of the Teutonic school,
the abandonment of the German forests in favor of the native
woods



CHAPTER 3

Frontier and Section and the

Usable Past

Each age tries to form its own conception
of the past. Each age writes the history of the
past anew with reference to the conditions

uppermost in its own time.
—Frederick Jackson Turner, 18gx

. « . history may hold the lamp for con-

servatwe reform.
—Frederick Jackson Turner, 191Y

If the free land did it all, then we are

busted when the free land goes,
—Charles A. Beard to Carl Becker,

February 4, 193[97]
I

S ONE sTUDIES the history of the frontier thesis and of
Turner’s reputation, one conclusion emerges with startling
clarity: it is in large part the vagueness, the imprecision, the
overstatement in Turner’s essays that have given them their
plasticity and hence their broad acceptance. Plasticity: itis an
intriguing quality of-the frontier thesis, and also one of the
reasons for using it with care, that it can be invoked to argue
for or against almost anything. What it meant at first, emo-
tionally, to Turner we have seen: a way of creating an Amer-
ican self-image in which the frontier and its virtues loomed
over everything else, and of making this self-image partic-
ularly amenable to the pride and self-assertiveness of the
Middle Westerner. Taken this way, it was a doctrine of both
national and sectional uses. Its patriotic impulse was suscep-
tible also to being pushed further than Turner himself cared
to do by colonizers, imperalists, aggressive promoters of world
markets, who could argue, as some did in the 18go’s and
after, that with continental expansion at an end, the country
needed new outlets overseas. (One thinks here of Albert J.

84
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Beveridge’s reply to those who said that expansion into the
islands of the Pacific would be of a different order because
these were not contiguous to mainland Awerica “Not con-
tiguous! Qur navy will make them contiguous ™) Ever since the
days of Cooper the westward movement had been sinking
deeper and deeper into the American imagination, and its
heroes had become the archetypal American heroes The
slogans of mantfest destiny had impressed upon many minds
the idea there was something inevitable about it all, some-
thing not to be resisted, that Americans were an adventurous
outdoor people, for whom some new epic enterpmse was prac-
teally a blological necessity

But Turner had not expounded the frontler thesis for
imperialist uses, and it was not mainly for such uses that
others took it up He propagated his ideas during the Progres-
glve erg, at a time when insurgent democracy and reform
cried out for a historical rationale His immediate predeces-
5013, a8 we have seent, had been chiefly patrician historians
writing in the Federalist-Whig tradition, Mugwump intellec-
tuals who were dismayed at the ineficlency, corruption, and
vulgarity of American politics, who scorned demagogues and
spollsmen, and who found in early American democracy,
especially in Jacksonian democracy, the prototype of the things
they deplored fn American Iife Tumer was one of the first of
3 new breed of historians who broke with this school, and
espoused the democracy created by the common mman. It
seemed fitting that Turner took a particular interest in the
Jackson era, and that he embraced Jacksonian democracy as
“strong in the faith of the intrinsic excellence of the common
man, in his right to make his own place in the world, and in
his capacity to share in government” and a3 “based on the good
fellowship and genuine social feeling of the frontier, in which
classes and inequalities of fortune played little part” In
Turner, the manliness and hardihood of the Western inherlt-
ance seemed to become another sanction for American egal-
ltardanfem, “The Weat believed in the Tule of the major-

1 For an filustration see Walter Hines Pa

g , £, “The War with Spain
and After,” Atlantic Monthly, 81 (£898), 7a1~7 On this vey of
the frontler, tes Willlam A Williams, “The Frontier Thesls and
Fareign Palicy,” Pacific Historical Review, 24 (1955, 375-95.
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ity. ...” he wrote “The East feared an unchecked democracy,
which might overturn minority rights, destroy established in-
stitutions, and attack vested interests .. The West opened a
refuge from the rule of established classes, from the subor-
dination of youth to age, from the sway of established and
revered institutions.”? It was, no doubt, a mild and vague
kind of democratic assertiveness, but then the same may in
fact be said about a great deal of the thought of the Progres-
stve era. The change of tone that Turner helped to bring about
can be appreciated only when one has refreshed one’s sense
of the way democracy was handled by his more conservative
predecessors. At last the democratic middle-class reformers,
especially those rooted in the agramnan traditions of the Middle
West, were beginning to find a historical basis for their
politics.

But the frontier theme was a double-edged sword: it was
quite as capable of being used by estranged imtellectuals to
cut down the myths of American democracy as it was by
patriotic democrats to build them up Oddly enough, no matter
how it was used, the 1dea of the formative importance of the
frontier became more and more established, and for a long
time the very men who were digging away at Turner’s values
strengthened the impact of his 1deas Whether one praised or
lamented the effects of the frontier, one confirmed the sense of
its fundamental importance. During the years when Turner
was stating and restating the frontier theme, the frontler, as a
figment of American experience, was gradually being drawn
into a battle between American intellectuals and their society.
The modern intellectual class, which in effect came into being
in the Umted States only around the turn of the century,
lost no time 1n launching an assault on the national pieties,
an assault which began with the avant-garde reconnoitering
of the “pramssimo revolt” of the nineties, proceeded to the
cannonading of the Little Renaissance of the pre-war era, and
culminated in the unconstrained frontal attack of the 1g920's
On some fronts it was a war of rebels and bohemians, realists
and naturalists, against the conventions and constraints of

2 Frontier, 302—-3, Sectlons, 24-5, for a pgood estuimate of the
change marked by Turmer’s view of Jacksonian democracy, See
Charles G Sellers, Jr., “Andrew Juckson versus the Historians,”
Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 44 (1g958), 61534
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Protestant middie-class society and the gentility and tmidity
of its literature, on others a war of radicals against business
society, on still others of metropolitan minds against the vil-
lage mind, or even, in a few instances, of a self-designated
intellectual elite against the mob But whatever its guises, and
whatever was felt to be at stake, the intellectual revolt de-
manded a re-evaluation of America in which the ploneer
heritage was commonly understood to be an issue

The issue had been posed by the official custodians of
Americanism, for whom the frontier virtues were a focal point
in America’s long-continuing seif-celebration For example,
Albert Shaw, the editor of Review of Reviews, declared in
1go6 2 “All the conditions of pioneering were such as to create
a wonderful spirit of individuality, independence, and self-
directlon in the average man Never in the world has there
been anything to equal this development of personality, and
the capacity for private and individual initlative” This ob-
servation led to some predictable advice the present maturity
of the country should not cause the people to abandon their
individualist heritage and lose themselves in the search for
ways of distributing national wealth

In mounting their attack on this sort of thing the intel-
lectuals did not find 1t necessary or strateglc to deny the
valldity of the frontier thesis They were glad to concede the
profound formative influence of the frontier, alt they needed
to do was to transvalue the values of the Tumers and the
Shaws Like Marx with Hegel, Van Wyck Brooks and other
critics of the frontler heritage simply inverted Turmer's values
while using his dialectic The fronter, they assumed along
with him, was a force of the highest importance in the making
of America, but those effects that Tumer merely acknowl-
edged they chose to siress the frontler could be invoked to
account for our rampant individualism, our crass speculative
commercialism, our roughness and coarseness, our vigilantes
and our {ynch law Taken in conjunction with Puritanism, it
seemed to account for the harshness and stringency of Amer-
Ican life, its contempt for the amenities, its anti-ntellectual-
Tsm, for the thwarting, the stunting, the embitterment of itg

J-Our[.eggcyfmmncen of Pl po
terly, 6 (1gof), ago D - Lionters,” South Atlantic Quar-
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poets, painters, and thinkers. American development, they
agreed, was indeed unique, but it was a unique case of path-
ology.

Brooks gave classic expression to this view of the matter
in his America’s Coming of Age (1915) and Letters and Lead-
ership (1918), and made it central to his stunning study of
Mark Twain. He was echoed by many others. Walter Weyl,
the New Republic editor, considered that the westward move-
ment had given Americans a psychological twist that was
harmful to the development of a “socialized democracy’—a
conclusion whose substance would probably have won Turner’s
rueful assent. Zechariah Chafee, the noted authority on civil
ILiberties, wnting at the peak of Prohibition lawlessness and
Xu Klux Klan intimidation, attributed to frontier influences
American hostility to law. Harold Stearns, the spokesman of
the expatriate generation, thought the dubious morality of
American capitalism derived from the pioneer spirit. John
Dewey, discussing Bryan's intervention in the Scopes trial,
explamned it as the heritage of the fromtier’s hostility to
ideas. Such cultural critics of the twenties as Lewis Mumford,
Matthew Josephson, and Waldo Frank blamed the frontier
experience for America’s inhibitions, her willingness to sacri-
fice culture to other purposes, her crudeness, her alleged
artistic sterility4

A further token of the plasticity of the frontier thesis was
its adaptability both to the business mind and the mind of the
progressive reformer. To Turner himself, as to most con-
temporary Progressives, the passing of free land and the
industrialization of the country called for new efforts at
government regulation of business. Yet to a promoter hke
E. H. Harriman, as Turmer was aware, the captains of in-
dustry were the true inheritors of the enthusiasm, hardihood,
and imagination of the pioneers; their unconstrained enter-
prise was the making of America. This contrapuntal play on
the frontier theme continued through the 1920’s and the New
Deal era. Conservatives in business and poltics claimed the
frontier inheritance. “The frontier still lingers,” said Calvin

:lOn thig phase of criticism of the fronter, see Warren I Susman,
‘The Useless Past+ American Intellectuals and the Frontier
Thesis 1910-1930,” Bucknell Review, 11 (1863), 1—30.



PART 0 Frederlck Jackson Turner 89

Coolidge, “the hardy plopeer still defends the outworks of
civilization ” Herbert Hoover, the prophet of rugged individ-
ualism, thought that the greamess of the nation had come
from “ceaseless contest with the wilderness in an ever ex-
tending frontler " For many critics, this use of the frontier
ldea still calls up the image of all the businessmen who can
be found on the terraces of thelr country clubs or in the
lobbles of the grand luxe hotels of Eurape lamenting the de-
cline at home of the old pioneer hardihcod and bewailing the
corrupton and decadence of the rest of the world In this
sense, Barry Goldwater looms disquietingly as the last of
the frontiersmen

The New Dealers were disposed to concede, even to in-
sist upon, the importance of the frontier in the past, but
reverted to Turner's own proposition that the end of the
frontder made new devices necessary In 1g31, the governor of
Wisconsin, Philip F La Follette, mvoked Turner by name in
attributing the old American freedom and opportunity to free
land “But, in one respect, the frontier was a lisbility as well
as an asset,” he pointed out. “For as long as this freedom of
movement to new opportunity existed, neither the leaders nor
the people were under the pressure of necessity to keep the
political, social, and economic processes of American life
progressively adapted to changing needs and changing con-
ditons | Today, if we find our freedom restricted and our
opportunity denied, we caynmot seek a new freedom and a new
opportunity by running away from these restrictions and de-
nials fnto some new territory We must find our freedom and
make our opportunity through wise and courageous readjust-
ments of the political order of State and Nation to the changed
needs and changed conditions of our time "¢

§ For Turner on Harriman, see Frontler, 31819, for Coolid
Hoover, Smmu;, *“The Usgeless Past,” 10-11 g0 and
Turner took comfort in the thought that “even thoge masters

of indoatry and capital who haee tisen to power by the conguest
ufWatemmourmcamattomthemmstothulocietyand
etill profess g }!‘th]dph‘&." He cited, oy one exampls, Andrew
Carnegle, who “came us a tem yearold boy from Scotland to
Pitta » then g distinctively Western town.” Whatever the
aendenniu of the steel trust, “there can be little doubt of the
.umcntic ideals of Mr Carnegie himsslf ™ Frontier, 264-5

Quoted {n Everett Edwards, References on the Significance of
the Prontier in American History (1929}, 434
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The same theme was used (and judging by some verbal
similarities borrowed) the following year by Roosevelt’s speech
writers for his famous Commonwealth Club campaign speech.
This statement, drafted by A A. Berle with the assistance of
Rexford Guy Tugwell, was based upon the safety-valve idea,
and the disappearance of free land. “Our last frontier has
long since been reached, and there is practically no more
free land. .. There is no safety valve 1n the form of a Western
prairnie to which those thrown out of work by the Eastern
economic machines can go for a new start.” Now govern-
ment intervention becomes the substitute for vacant lands:
“Clearly, all this calls for a re-appraisal of values . .. Our task
now is not discovery or exploitation of natural resources, or
necessarily producing more goods. It is the soberer, less
dramatic busmess of administering resources and plants al-
ready in hand, of seeking to re-establish foreign markets for
our surplus production, of meeting the problem of under-
consumption, of adjusting production to consumption, of
distributing wealth and products more equitably, of adapting
existing economic organizations to the service of the people
The day of enlightened adminstration has come.”?

The pessimism here was not altogether charactenstic of
F.D R, who indeed did not see this speech before he delivered
it. But the free-land interpretation of American economic his-
tory, which did have pessimistic overtones, tended to be linked
with stagnationist views of the depression If the character
and vitality of the United States really derived from yeoman
farmers and pioneer promoters, how could it be restored, now
that free land was gone? Some New Dealers were even taken
in by the back-to-the-land movement which was strong in the
early 1930’s, whose proponents argued that usable land was
not in fact gone and that the only way to restore the nation’s
economic and moral health was to relocate the unemployed
on subsistence farms. “Hardly a week goes by,” the agricultural
writer Russell Lord observed in 1933, “but some new leader

7 Roosevelt, Public Papers and Addresses (1938), I, 742-56. In
1935 Roosevelt reiterated his acceptance of the safety-valve idea
:‘ln & public address Edwards, ibid.,, 3 See also Curtis Nettels,
‘Frederick Jackson Turner and the New Deal,” Wisconsin Maga-
zine of History, 17 (1934), 257-65
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of public opinion discovers the space between cities as a God-
given dump for the unemployed ™

As late as 1936, Joseph Schafer, one of Turner’s most
devoted followers, wrote that “the real American farmer”™ was
“in the truest sense a free an” whose basic character was
unchanged by hard times The small cities, towns, villages,
and the countryside, uncorrupted by the big citles, Schafer
asserted, “still retain the old primal American virtues The
farmers, from this point of view, are the hape of the nation’s
fuhme as they have been the chief dynamic force of our
country’s past ™ The agrarian myth died hard

It was only the belated coming-of-age of urban America
and the appearance of a new generation of metropolitan his-
torians that finally unseated the Turner thesis in the historical
profession During Turner’s lifetime, when his view of America
geemed to hold almost undisputed sway among historians,
fundamental criticisin of his ideas, despite one sharp critique
by Beard, was rare However, during the 1930’s and afterward,
as though someone had opened the floodgates, a conslstent
and relentless fiow of Turmer criticlsm swept through the
historical profession, and it is only in the past ten years or so
that there has once again appeared a disposition to revive
Tumerism in a chastened form In 2 very real sense, despite
the preceding decades of expenence with industrialism, the
urban-ndustrial mind did not come into its own until after
the shock of the Great Depression Even then it did so rather
hesitantly, and it was characteristic than the country waited
untll the 1960% to accept the fact that modern American
problems must be understood as city problems and to begin
to disenthrall itself from the dictation of rural and small-town
paliticians 1 In the course of the general reconsideration of
rural pleties and the agrarian myth made inevitable by the
Depression, the Tumner thests also began to be questioned

® Russell Lord, “Back to the Farm?™ Forum, 89 (1933), p7-103
:F“ Social History of American Agriculture (1938), 371, 293
int is not yet disenthralled. In spite of the Supreme Court's rul-
g on reapportionment, the small-town mentality still enjoys
&N overrepresentation that makes it difficult for Congress to take
& sympathetic view of the problems of the great me litan
ib“:“ In 1967, 225 of the 435 members of the House and 58 of
100 members of the Senate came from towns of 50,000 or
less. Time, August 11, 1067, 17
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Perhaps the wave of Turner criticism was in some re-
spects no more than a natural response of critical men to a
doctrine that seemed all too preponderant and threatened to
become ossified No doubt many of the historians were begin-
ning to respond to the disenchanted view of the frontier
expressed by such cultural critics as Brooks and Mumford;
but in the surge of optimism and the rediscovery of the folk
that came in with the New Deal and the radicalism of the
thirties, it had become a moral necessity to look upon the
American inheritance with greater affection. Now neither
Brooks nor Turner would do. The clash of world ideologies,
the battle of Marxism and Fascism, also colored the rising
interest in American mtellectual history. There was a new
emphasis on the role of ideas 1n history, shaped in part by
the effort to mark out what was distinctive in the American
mind and what was borrowed, but in any case an emphasis
on the history of ideas had to bring some writers into con-
flict with Turnerian environmentalism. As George W. Pierson
asked, mn one of the most influential early essays in Turner
cnticism, “Above all, what happens to intellectual history if
the environment be all?”? In particular, the development of
rather sophisticated techmques of lingwstic and philosophic
analysis, stemming, on native grounds, largely from the Love-
joy school at Johns Hopkins, struck at the heart of the roman-
tic primitivism latent in Turner’s work. If there had been set
loose in American philosophy a type of mind capable of dis-
tinguishing thirteen varieties of pragmatism, what would it
eventually do with the grand, indiscriminate ntellectual
gestures of Turnerism? It was as though a new Johns Hopkins
seminar was to have its revenge at last on the heretic from
Portage. :

But Turnerism came under fire above all because its
premises seemed incongruous with the realities of the Great
Depression and the Second World War. Its intellectual iso-
latiomsm seemed to belong to another age. Turner’s celebra-
tion of American individualism rang false at a time when too
many were suffering from the excesses of the individualists.

2 George W. Pierson, “The Frontier and American Institutions
lé\ Ctit:)lci,sm of the Turner Theory,” New England Quarterly, 15
1942), 224
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The latent pessimism m the exhaustion-of-free-land theme—
an aspect of his Sdeas that troubled Turner as well as others—
was unsulted to the activist mood demanded by any radical
atterpt to cope with the Depression The vogue of Marxism
among intellectuals turned attention to class conflict and made
historlans more skeptical of an emphasis on geographic con-
flict and sectionalism. The idea that the safety valve was gone
Jed some writers to question whether, in the light of the fits
of turbulence in our lgbor history, it had ever been there
Finally, the Depression brought to maturity a new generation
of histordans from big-city backgrounds and often from ethnic
minorities for whom the mystique of rural America was only 2
phenomenon in the books Deeply affected, as their teachers
could not have been, by the economic collapse and by Marx-
ism, by the global ideclogical struggle, they moved in an in-
tellectual world in which Turner's Middle Western loyalties
began to seem quaint at best, and one can readily imagine
them gagging at the gentiment of such essays as “The West
and American Ideals™ or “Middle Western Ploneer Democracy”
and balking at Turner's tribute to “the Boy Scouts who are
laying the foundations for a self-disciplined and virile gener-
ation worthy to follow the trafl of the backwoodsmen ™ At
the time of Turner's death in 1932, Turnerism rested on emo-
tlonal commitments that were fading

11

As a writer of substantive histaries, Turner’s main interest
lies in the light his books shed on the implications of his
¢ssays Here the arresting fact is that he wrote no history
of the frontier or the West, indeed that he found the writing
of history onerous and oppressive and did very little of it at
all For a major historical figure his yield was strikingly lean
Two volumes were published during his Hifetime Rise of the
New West, which appeared in 1908 as part of the American
Natfon series, and the essays in The Significance of the
Frontier in American History, two volumes were published
posthumaously the essays brought together in The Significance

2 Frontier, 358
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of Sections in American History, and a lengthy, unfinished
work, The United States, 1830—1850: The Nation and Its
Sections, brought out in 1935 three years after his death—a
total of four books in a working career of almost forty-five
years, many of their pages taken up by somewhat repetitive
restatements, sometimes even with the same 1llustrative
matter, of a few basic ideas

If the dispanty between his productivity and his reputa-
tion and influence troubles us, we may be sure that 1t troubled
Turner even more. The great historians had been 1n the main
figures of steady and lavishly fruitful work. One need not go to
such a fountain of energy as Ranke, with his fifty volumes,
but need only compare Turner with some of his American
contemporanes like McMaster, Rhodes, or Beard to see how
humiliatingly small his yield must have seemed to him. In
this respect, in having a major reputation and a memorable
leading idea but only a minor body of work, he is perhaps most
reminiscent of Lord Acton-—a man whose high repute, resting
on a long and imposing shelf of unwritten books, might well
have been considerably diminished if he had ever taken the
trouble to do them. Turner enjoyed developing and illustrating
his ideas in essays of moderate length, and left some two
dozen of them that are rewarding to read. But the wrnting of
full-length works of history, which he felt he ought also to be
able to do, bored and oppressed him. His two works of sub-
stantive history do however shed much light on his qualities
of mind and on the tormenting difficulties of his intellectual
development.

When one examines these two books, one 1s immediately
struck by the fact that, for all the charges of overemphasis on
the West which have been made against his essays, Turner
had much too much common sense to try to write a history
of the United States simply 1 terms of the West, still less
of a narrower and more constricting conception like the fron-
tier, The animating idea in these books is not the West,
narrowly construed, but sections and sectionalism in American
history—an idea which made it possible to give the West the
prominent place Turner thought it deserved without putting
on it an exclusive or excessive burden. It is indeed this idea,
embodied 1n the title of one of his later essays, “The Signi-
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ficance of the Section in American History,” which is the lead-
ing idea of Turner's mature working years

Because of their obvious polnts of continuity, it is pos-
sible to look at the idea of the section as no more than an
extension of Turner’s original idea about the West and the
frontfer The use of the section as a central organizing device
stll carrfed on with his commitment to geographical and
spatial categories, also the sectional idea was still a good
vehicle for pressing his claims for the importance of the West
But in certain respects the section, as a basic theme, rep-
resented a partlal retreat from the frontler interpretation,
since it gave Turner an opportunity to stress the polylateral
character of historical development and to dweil on the inter-
play between sections rather than the single force of the role
of the West. One might expect to find 2 detailed exploration
of the suggestions in his essays, but in the Index to Rize of
the New West there is not so much as an entry under “fron-
tler” Nor are we told very much about such leading com-
ceptions of Turner's essays as democracy or individualism
The development of democracy is passed over with a few
casual references and in a rather perfunctory two-page
sequence on changes in the suffrage, the meaning of Amer-
ican individualism is not explored at all The history of the
common people and their way of life, another demand of the
early essays, gets very little attentlon, while a good deal of
space is given to shetches, often nicely drawn, of the leading
political heroes—a practice which may have had ample
justification, in Turner's scheme, In the truth that they were
“democratic” and representative men,

But even here certain vital problems are only touched
upon “We can see the very essence of the west in Henry
Clay and Andrew Jackson,” writes Turner, but since he is well
aware that they were quite unlike each other, we wait with
unsatisfied eagerness for the resolution of this commentary
on the nature of the West, to be told only that Clay represented
the business and propertled interests and Jackson the preat
masses “If Henry Clay was one of the favorites of the west,
Andrew Jackson was the west itself "t There is also relatively

£ Rise of the New West, 185, 188
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little feeling for instituhons—singularly little for that basic
American institution, the political party, which was undergo-
ing formative changes in the period 181g—29, marked by the
emergence of a mew party system. (The chapter labeled
“Party Politics” deals mainly with the personalities and
strategies of four leading figures, John Quincy Adams, Cal-
houn, Clay, and Jackson )

Both of Turner’s substantive histories are organized in
the same manner. they begin with a seres of deft sectional
sketches—New England, the Middle States, the South, the
major segments of the West—and then go on to tell the story
of political events, mainly of legislation in Washington as it
was affected by the demands, the bargains and compromises,
of the several sections, and by the ambitions and strategies of
their outstanding leaders. The merits of the sectional approach
are easy to see here: the country was already big and far from
homogeneous; the sections were quite distinct; it is impossible
without becoming tedious to discuss, state by state, the affairs
of twenty-odd states and territories; and even the modern,
relatively homogenized America created by industry and
mass communications still has to be understood in part
through its sectional divisions. The sectional idea does enable
the histoman to illustrate different cultural styles. More-
over, much of the politics of the period did take the form of
sectional maneuvering, and the sectional principle helped to
make it intelligible. Other historians, out of sheer necessity,
had resorted to something hike the same device. Henry Adams,
for example, a historian perhaps as different from Turner as
one could expect to find, had begun his great history.with
regional sketches much m the same fashion—except that
In true New England style he had shghted the West.

But there are also serious limitations to a pronounced
emphasis on sections. An obvious dramatic one, especially im-
portant for the narrative historian, lies in the difficulty of
beginning a book with long, relatively static portraits. Turner’s
two books are, respectively, one third and more than one half
over before the political action starts. More important from
the standpoint of political history, which was the author’s
main concern in these works, sections, for all their significance
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in the political bargaining that went on in Congress, are not
political centers in their own right—that is, they do not have
governors, legislatures, budgets, political foct of their own
on their home grounds States do, and {n the attempt to look
at the section, the character of American politics at the vital
Jocal roots, in the actons of the state legislatures, is likely to
be passed over® This is particularly true of the essential
efforts of the states in the field of economic development,
and of their significant effort to develop a system of mixed
enterprise ®
The sectional principle of organization, like most such

devices, solves certain problems for the historian and makes
the salution of others more difficult. Its greatest danger lies
in what it may cause him to leave out It may cause him to
play down class or group conflict within the sections It may
cause him to describe people somewhat too much in terms
of where they were, geographically, not enough in terms of
what they were, vocationally and soclally It can lead to an
underemphasis on those institutions that are characteristic of
the whole natfon and on which the sections present only
variations, or on which the existence of sections sheds only a
marginal ight—the party system, the legal and constitutional
order, the Supreme Court, the pattern of business enterprise,
religious organizations and religious style One is tempted an
this count to adopt the rhetoric of the Turnerian exaggerations
themselves and to suggest that the true point of view In the
history of this natlon is not what is merely sectional but what
is common to all sections, and that the history of our national
nstitutions ia the really American part of our history,

EBees Turner, par contra “Sections are more Important than

states in shaplng the underlylng forces in American history ™

Sections, 183

81t would certalnly be too much to expect that Turner, whose

wiiting did entcipate so much fruittul work, should have antict-

Pated also the modern emphasis on state enterpriss that is asso-

clated with such historlans as Oxcar and Mary Handln, Louls

Hartz, Carter Goodrich, Milton § Heath, James Neal Primm, sand

others. But 1t is true that this whole school had besn brilliantly

e G Sl e e

to the Growth of thrponﬁgm," Quarterly Journal of Economics,

17 (190a2), 3-54, of which Turner was aware (Rite of the New
West, 349)
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Allin all, Rise of the New West is a somewhat disappoint-
ing book to have as the only finished work from the hand of a
major historian. To say that it was one of the best books in
the American Nation series is a comment on the parochial
scale of American historical writing and a very limited com-
pliment. The book will hardly bear comparison in its texture—
its scope was of course much more limited—with what Henry
Adams had done on the chronological period preceding it.
Other writings of the same era are more striking for the
light they shed on the development of American mstitutions—
one thinks, for example, of Moiser Ostrogorski’s Democracy
and the Organization of Political Parties (1902) or Henry
Jones Ford's brilliant and all but forgotten The Rise and
Growth of American Politics (18g8). As a work of prose
Turner’s has none of the brio of George Dangerfield’s two vol-
umes written in our own time on roughly the same period. The
book was, of course, a commissioned work, representing a
type of assignment that proved uncongenial to Turner,” a work
that had to be forced out of him against all the dictates of his
temperament. It has few signs of the argumentative surge and
the persuasiveness of his essays, and it shows occasional traces
of fatigue. One can only conclude that, faced with the difficult
problem of covering a period of rapid and confusing change in
a relatively brief work, Turner lost as much as he gained, per-
haps more, from his choice of the section as an organizing
principle.

As for the second of the two volumes, which must be
assessed as a work neither finished nor revised, it was cut
out of the same pattern Unlike the first, it was badly written
(some clue to 1its quality may be found in Turner's effort to
dictate it directly out of his voluminous file of notes). But as a
work of historical analysis it has a somewhat greater solidity
in proportion to its bulk A brave synthesis of the scholarship
of its time, it was Impressively well informed, and a profes-
sional historian can still find cues in 1t after thirty years. But
the general reader will find it a dead book. Turner believed
that history, for all that he tried to do on its “scientific” side,

7For the circumstances under which the book was written, see
1(1376 1’;]1'3!1 Billington’s Foreword to the Collier Books edition
1962).
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is an art, the art of his epoch-making essays was not matched
in hig histories.

IIT

His choice of the significance of sections as the leading
idea for the second phase of his career may be taken, I think,
as a clue to the characteristic problem of Turner’s develop-
ment as a thinker By about 1910 he had substantially exploited,
so far as this could be done through his favored medium of a
serles of essays, his first insight into the importance of the
frontier, and he had already seen the frontler theme win wide
historical recognition For him the theme was now practically
exhausted, and he seems to have been casting about for an-
other major ine along which he could develop his talents
The disparity between his spendid reputation and his pro-
ductivity seems to have begun to trouble him, and he appar-
ently hoped for a reprise of his original success with the
frontier idea. It is beyond conjecture that his experience in
writing Rise of the New West had made him acutely aware
of the necessity of thinking of American history in sectional
terms In 1go7 he read before the American Soclological So-
clety a paper entitled “Is Sectionallsm in America Dying
Away?” which marked the begmning of a long-term effort to
explore the idea of sectionalism--an effort that was climaxed
in his lifetime by his essay of 1g25 on “The Significance of
the Section in American History” and by the detailed ex-
ploitation of the theme in his posthumous books

What the theme of sectionalism meant to Tumner is not
hard to see He witnessed with deep and understandable
reluctance the easternization of the West, the development of
industry, the threat that modern industrialism would homo-
genize the country, and that the distinctively Western values
would disappear One could see, he wrote in 1908, “that the
forces of civilization are working toward uniformity, and that
these forces tend strongly to counteract sectionalism in the
United States and to promote social unity " But, he went on,
sectionallsm as well as nationalism was stll in evidence, and
he added wistfully that it was “too early to predict an Amer-
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ican society in which the vast spaces of the United States will
be occupied by a uniform type.”® It was an important part of
the message of these essays that sectionalism would survive,
would continue to compete with nationalism, and would offer
an alternative to total uniformity.

Again, Turner’s answer to the threat of a umform civiliza-
tion was couched in geographical rather than sociological
terms: the truly rehable source of pluralism lay not in institu-
tions but in geography. “Geographical conditions,” he wrote
m 1908, “and the stocks from which the people sprang are the
most fundamental factors in shaping sectionalism. Of these
the geographic influence is particularly important in forming
a soclety like that of the United States, for it includes in 1its
influence those factors of economic interests, as well as en-
vironmental conditions, that affect the psychology of a peo-
ple.”®

In this respect, in its emphasis on geography, physio-
graphic correlations, and racial “stocks,” Turner's mind looks
backward to the post-Darwinian nmineteenth-century frame of
mind rather than forward to the modern concern with human
institutions and patterns of thought. He was still mentally
locked into the grand spatial metaphor that had dominated
the first phase of his work. In studying the sectional battles in
Congress during the period 1820-50, he had been concerned
to establish the point that the sectional dialogue did not in-
volve only the North and the South but was also entered into
by the West with a strong and mdependent voice, that indeed
the Atlantic sections had found it necessary to compete for
Western support. This tripartite bargaining he saw followed
by a more complex bargaining in recent times One could
indeed find much evidence for this view, and it was certainly
useful to warn that under' modern nationalized conditions
historians might fail to see the importance of sectionalism in

8 Frederich Jackson Turner’s Legacy, 184, 186

9 Sections, 288-g “Most of the political and economic history of
such states as Kentucky, Tennessee, Missouri, Illinois, Indlanas,
Alabama and Missismppl can be written in terms of geology.”
Legacy, 66 Fortunately no one has tried it And Turner himself
was ready to concede the inadequacy of such notions. “I think it
clear,” he wrote privately in 1926, “that those who believe in
geographic determinism go too far.” Billington, America’s Fron-
tier Herltage {1966), aI. '
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the past. Unfortunately, however, Turner, unable to resist the
temnptation to exploit his {dea out of all proportion to its con-
sequence, went far beyond this to him the section was maore
than a waning but still vistble factor in American politics,
he insisted that it had survived in full force and even went
on to suggest that its importance might be expected to in-
crease The basicelly velid idea behind the sectional theme
was that the United States iIs too big to be locked at as a
gimple nation or even as a federation of states, that it em-
braces 2 whole continent of heterogeneous parts, and has
become, In effect, 2 federation of sections “The significance
of the section In American history is that it is the faint image
of a European nation and that we need to re-examine our his-
tory in the lght of this fact, Our politics and our soclety have
been shaped by sectional complexity and interplay not unlike
what goes on between European mations ™ After the Fmst
World War, Tumner thought that the example of the United
States as a federation of sections might be of some use as an
example to the world—a League of Sections as a guide to the
League of Natlons

But his fundamental and most surpristng commitment
was to the idea that the country would have a static future
fn which the role of sectfons would actuafly grow larger. “The
significant fact is that sectional self-consciousness and sen-
sittveness {3 likely to be increased as tme goes on and
crystallized sections feel the full Influence of their geographic
pecullarities, their special interests, and their developed ideals,
in & closed and static nation "2

We may well begin to suspect here that the geography-
bound, space-obsessed mind s getting him into trouble Long
before, In 1891, Tumer had potnted out that history must
adfust to the machine age and cope with economic questions
“The age of machinery, of the factory system, Is also the age
of soclalistic inquiry* But his exaggerated claims for sec-
tonalism ghow that he had not in fact been able to incorporate
Into his sense of the recent Amercan past an appreciation of
the dynamic quality of industrial life, its voraclous appetite

1 Sections, gr; of 29
[ H » 37
2 1bid,, 45,
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for bureaucratizing and rationahzing (in the Weberian sense)
human affairs, its extraordinary ability to break down barmners
of space and time That he should, with his background in the
West, have found it distasteful to contemplate an America
in which the farming segment of the population would shrink
to less than ten percent of the whole, is altogether under-
standable as a matter of values. But he permitted it to bhind
him, even in the post-World War years, to the significance of
modern industrial mass society. Hence we find him predicting
in the early 1g920's that the new device, the radio, will of
course “diminish localism,” but will do nothing to affect
sectionalism. We also find him enmeshed in futile Malthu-
sian speculations arising from his fixation on closed space and
exhausted land supplhies. By the early 1970’s, the Umted
States, he thought (he was not alone 1 holding this idea),
would be facing a catastrophe arising from an insufficient food
supply, as population pressed upon the now limited amount of
land. It would thus be driven to perpetuate 1ts farming
regions, and the enforced persistence of agriculture would
firmly underpin the survival of sectionalism ?

Around 1921, stung by the charge that he had excluded
class conflict from his sectional scheme, Turmer wrote in an
unpublished fragment that sectional contests are quite con-
sistent with class contests and that “to a considerable extent
the Amencan class struggle is itself sectional.” And then, after
a rather confusing passage, Turner asks us to postulate the
triumph in the United States of “Bolshevistic labor ideas”™
“New England,” he goes on, “might then divide into Northern
and Southern halves according to its economc interests
Assume a combination of Southern New England, the Middle
States, and West Virginia, with radical miners of the Moun-
tain States and of the Middle West. Add for full measure a
Negro revolution in the South What would happen? Would
not race antagonism afford grounds for sectional divergence
between Northeast and South? Would not the Pacific Coast
and West North Central States join to resist agricultural ex-

3 Frontier, 279, 294, 314, Sections, 35, Legacy, 84; on the radio,
see Frontier and Section, 152; Legacy, 6a The text of a lecture
on sectionalism reprinted here, 52-69, is luminating For the
appeal of 1891, see Frontier and Section, 17
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propriation? Russlan experience would seem to say so 74 At
this point the manuscript breaks off, as though Tumer was
uncomfortably aware that he was descending to nonsense
But one does not Jearn whether he ever realized that if there
were a natfonal triumph of “Bolshevistic 1abor ideas™ and a
Negro revolution in the South, no one would in the least care
what the internal regional pattern of New England was What
was fundamentally wrong with his insight Into sectionalism
was not that it lacked valldity, but that it lacked the impor-
tance with which he so solemnly tried to fnvest it

iv

His ruminations on sectionallsm convey the detached, un-
worldly, and unusually gentle quality of Turner's mind, as
well as a certaln perverse gift he had, when confronted with
an uncongenial problem, for irrelevance or disproportion His
was a mind amply endowed with cunosglty and perception, and
graced by a singular relish for the right detail, the revealing
quotation, the fresh and uncbserved historfcal reality It was,
despite 1ts occasional strange excesses, a sensible mind, and
It was notably generous, but it was also rather lacking in in-
tellectual passion Turner'’s enthustasm was more like that of
2 collector of Americana than a critic of the human scene—
one thinks of him in his later years, working at the Huntington
Library, when he would periodically burst into Max Farrand’s
office with bayish gusto to report some new discovery that de-
lighted him, much in the spirit of a lepidopterist with a new
spectmen Explaining his feeling about history to a Phi Beta
Kappa group in 1908, he sald “There is a charm in restoring
the past, in compelling the procession of leaders of human
thought and action again to traverse the stage of human con-
sclousness, in rescuing from oblivion what is worth the mem-
ory of the present day The events of past years, the institu-
tions that have passed away, the life and manners of societies
that are gone, are a precious heritage, not to be wantonly
lgnored in the heat and bustle of the day Life becomes a
richer thing when it {5 viewed largely, when it is seen as a

4 Legacy, 78
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continuous movement, reaching back to generations that are
gone.”® One would hardly care to quarrel with what is here,
but it is interesting what Turner chose to leave out. “Charm”
is not the salient quality that many historzans feel in restoring
the past. One can only conclude that Turner lacked a strong
feeling for the tragedy of history—and also, since very few
historians have, it is hardly surprising that he had very little
sense for its comedy.

Again, while Turner was moved, and nghtly so, by a feel-
ing for the achievement of America, he had little counter-
vailing response to the shame of it—to such aspects of
Western development as riotous land speculation, vigilantism,
the ruthless despoiling of the continent,® the arrogance of
American expansionism, the pathetic tale of the Indians,
anti-Mexican and anti-Chinese nativism, the crudeness, even
the near-savagery, to which men were reduced on some por-
tions of the frontier. He did not fail to acknowledge now and
then the existence of such things, but he did neglect to write
about them with specificity or emphasis. it was not just that
they did not arouse his indignation but that they seem not to
have deeply engaged his interest and that he saw no impera-
tive reason why Americans should be encouraged to confront
these aspects of their frontier heritage He saw history partly
as science, partly as art, partly as a fountainhead of national
and sectional pride, but he used it very sparingly as an in-
strument of intellectual or social criticism. In 188g, calling
for a fuller account of the “progress of civilization across the
continent,” he said: “Aside from the scientific importance of
such a work, it would contribute to awakening a real national
self-consciousness and patriotism.”? Would remorse or self-
criticism have any part in this? We are left uncertain. One
mght perhaps expect a historian who as a young man
had poled down the Wisconsin River with Indian guides to
have written at least a few poignant lines about the subject
of Indian removal in the goo-odd pages of his two books on
the middle period. But Rise of the New West has a few de-

S Legacy, 169
8 “It is a wondexful chapter, this final rush of American energy
upon the remaining wilderness ” Frontier, 312 No doubt, but it

was something more than that,
7*“The Winning of the West,” Dial, 10 (1883g), 73.
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tached pages on Georgia's troubled Indisn affairs which are
retald mainly as an eplsode in state-federal relatons The
Southwestern Indians, Turner blandly tells us, *had devel-
oped a very considerable agriculture and a sedentary hfe. For
this reason, however, they were the more obnoxious to the
Ploneers who pressed upon their territory from all sides, and,
as we shall see, strenuous efforts were made to remove them
beyond the Mississlppl. .  The secretaries of war . . made
many plans and recommendations for their civilization, im-
provement, and assamilation But the advance of the frontier
broke down the efforts to preserve and incorporate these
primitive people In the dominant American society.”

A later passage on Georgla’s way of dealing with the In-
dians closes simply with “Thus Georgia completed her asser-
tion of sovereignty over her sofl both against the United States
and the Indians But this phase of the controversy was not
settled during the presidency of [John Quincy] Adams.” Indeed
it was not, and one Jocks expectantly to the succeeding volume
to see If the excruciating final phases of Indian removal are
dealt with, only to find that still less is said the Indian has
almost entirely disappeared as an actor or a victim from Amer-
fcan history, the denouement is mentioned 1n two paragraphs,
but egain only as an aspect of state-federal relations.?

My point, 1 hope, will not be misunderstood 1t 1s not that
the historian fs under an obligation to be a muckraker or a
moralist, or to venture upon some nagging one-sided quarrel
with the behavior of ancestors and predecessors who were
morally no frafler than himself My point is siroply that the
anguish of history, as well as its romance and charm, is there
for the historian who responds to it, and that the response of
a historlan of the frontler to the Indian problem, as it {8 some-
times called, §s one way of taking his intellectual temperature
It 1s possible that “the smihng aspects of life,” to use Howellss
Phrase, were those that Tumer thought should be featured
in historical writtng that atmed to awaken *a real natonal
sclf-cansclousness and patriotism”®, but it is more likely that
his decisions were taken less consclously and deliberately, out
of a deep and calm satisfaction with the American past The

)
Iéisf;? of the New West, 115, 309-13, The United States, 1830~
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main rebellious note in Turner's work was not a difference
with the national history but with the national histonans;
and even his demand to get the place of the West in American
history recognized at last, as against the neglect or indiffer-
ence or snobbery of the older historians, was, after all, a note
of the most genteel mnsurgency. What is more, his rebellion
here was apparently quieted at a relatively early point by its
own success. Turner's basic aim, like that of so many histo-
mnans, was a patnotic one; his main enterprise was a foray
1n search of the American identity. In a nation where identity
had been made uncertain and insecure by social and physical
mobility, by immigration and ethnic differences, by sectional
clashes, and by the weakness of traditions and of many insti-
tutions, Turner was trying to forge a common identity based
on the idea of a proneering spirit and pioneer democracy, and
to assimilate it as close to the Western American as the facts
of reality would admit. “We need,” he said, “a natural history
of the American spirit.”® His was, of course, a gentle and
basically humane nationalism, quite adaptable to an inter-
national world order, and it would be wrong to picture him as
a Treitschke in coonskin. Quite the contrary, it is the bland-
ness of his nationalism that most stands out, as it is the bland-
ness of such social criticism as he attempted, the blandness
mdeed of his mind as a whole

Turner’s political views were those of 2 moderate Midwest-
ern progressive, and he succeeded in keeping his detachment
even when the winds of controversy were blowing strong In
1896, as a liberal Democrat, he persuaded himself with some
msgivings to vote for Bryan As for the Populists, though he
plainly sympathized with some aspects of their protest, he
could never approve of what he considered to be their finan-
cial wrresponsibility. His coolness in the heat of the battle of
1896 was notable: when he wrote an article on “The Problem
of the West” for the Atlantic Monthly that year to popularize
the frontier thesis, it proved in first draft so remote from the
exciting events of the moment that Walter Hines Page had
to prevail on him to include more references to the back-
ground of the current agrarian uprising. In later days Turner
admired TR as “the most important single force in the re-

8 Sections, 16
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generation of this nation in his day,” and a man of “elemental
greatness ~ Woodrow Wilson, who would “also rank with the
great ones of this earth,” won Turner's approval both for his
domestic policies and his war policies, Turner was moved by
Wilson's passion for peace and shared the dream embodied
in the League of Nations ! In his general acceptance of pro-
gressive tendencies and progressive leadership, as well as his
support for America’s role in the war, Turner shared the views
of millions of middle-class men and women of good will, and
struck a note quite characteristic of the era of T.R. and
Wilson

But all of Turner’s later thought was colored by his un-
easy resistance to the pessimistic implications of the frontler
idea. If, as he had said, American democracy was born of free
land and gained new strength every time it touched a new
frontler, might it not gradually lose strength after the disap-
pearance of the last frontier, and ultimately die for lack of its
distinctve nourishment? He refused to accept this conclusion,
yet, having a view of social development founded on spatial ex-
pansion rather than the dynamics of institutions, he had dif-
ficulty imagining what would keep the American system going,
and his positive suggestions, which hung on the persistence
of sectionalism and the ploneer spirlt, never seemed to bear
any proportion to the immense problems he clearly saw ahead.
Usually he fell back upon the hope that something would
keep the old proneer spirit alive, that somehow the old ways
could be adapted “This pation was formed under pioneer
ideals ” "How shall we conserve what was best in pioneer
ldeals?” Somehow it must be posstble to find 2 way of drawing
on these ideals to clvilize and yeform industrial democracy
“Let us see to it,” he urged at the close of an essay written in
1903, “that the ideals of the pioneer in his log cabin shall
enlarge Into the spiritual life of a democracy where civic
power sball dominate and utilize individual achievement for
the common gaod ™ Almost all experfences were to be tested
by the touchstone of the frontier During the First World War

11bid., 33533 Turner’s view on contem litics during his
Harvard years were often set down in mg:spondmce Evith
Alice Perkins Hooper, soon to appear under the editorship of Ray
Allen Billington end Walter Mulr Whitehill,

I Frontler, 269, 281, 968,
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Turner proclaimed: “It is for historic ideals that we are
fighting,” and the context made it clear once agam that the
ideals of the frontier would sustain us in war as they had in
peace. The war, Turner thought, made it possible to see more
clearly than before the significance of the lives of the pio-
neers. In a kind of litany at the dedication of a new building
of the Minnesota Histomcal Association in 1918, Turner
linked his piety about the pioneers, his feeling about the
historian’s vocation, and his sense of American nationhood:
“As our forefathers, the proneers, gathered in their neighbor-
hood to raise the log cabin, and sanctified it by the name of
home, the dwelling place of pioneer i1deals, so we meet to
celebrate the raising of this home, this shrine of Minnesota’s
historical life. It symbolizes the conviction that the past and
the future of this people are tied together; that this Historical
Society 15 the keeper of the records of a noteworthy movement
in the progress of mankind; that these records are not unmean-
mg and antiquarian, but even in their details are worthy of
preservation for their revelation of the beginnings of society
in the midst of a nation caught by the vision of a better future
for the world.™

Turner did not fail to see that a new America had come
into being with the twentieth century: this was indeed one of
the implications of the exhaustion of free lands. He devoted
much of his presidential address to the American Histoncal
Association in 1910 to underscoring what this meant: the dis-
appearance of the frontier, the massing of capital in large
aggregates, the appearance of a large immigrant proletariat,
the sharpening of class conflict, the development of world
trade and imperialist commitments. Like most Progressives,
he was willing to endorse more governmental action to meet
these problems: as a safeguard of democracy the now van-
jshed free lands would have to be replaced by a new social
resourcefulness. The unrestricted competitive individualism
that had been engendered by pioneer conditions was now at
odds with democratic ideals and would have to be subordi-
nated to them. He was troubled by the thought that the
dangers of social conflict would be greater, not only because
the safety valve was closed and “classes are becoming alarm-

3Ibid, 335, 338-9.
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ingly distinct,” but also because the prejudices of native-born
employers and the native middle classes apainst immigrant
workers intensified the struggle As a boy be had seen the
clder immigrants, the Scandinavians, Germans, Irish, English,
and Canadians in the process of Americanization under the
favorahle conditions of the frontier As a young historlan he
had witnessed with a certaln repugnance and alarm the in-
vasfon of the new and less congenial masses of southern and
eastern Europeans, and his comments on the habits and po-
tential influence of the southern Italians, Poles, Russian Jews,
and Slovaks had been sharp and unsympathetic As he grew
older, his distaste became gualified by compassion He had
always hoped that a better environment would Improve
them “Even {n the dull brains of great masses of these un-
fortunates from southern and eastern Europe,” he wrote in
1910, “the Idea of America as the land of freedom and of op-
portunity to xise, the land of ploneer democratic ideals, has
found lodgment, and if it is given time and is not turned into
revolutionary lines it will fructify ™

Yet there were moments when it seemed to Turner that
the whale development of the New World, from the fresh-
ness of the virgin continent to the assembly lines and blast
furnaces of modern industry marked a gigantic regression—
3 regression to a form of soclety which one might easily wish
to see destroyed Take Pittsburgh, he once said there Brad-
dock and his men long ago “were struck by the painted sav-
ages in the primeval woods,” and now “huge furnaces belch
forth perpetual fires, and Huns and Bulgars, Pales and 8-
cfliang struggle for a chance to earn their daily bread, and
live a brutal and degraded life” Reflecting on this contrast
between the woods and the furnaces, he was reminded of
T H Huxley, who had found even the best of modern civili-
2ation exhibiting no ideal worthy of the name, and wag
tempted to think it might be just as well if some “kindly
comet” would sweep the whole thing away And yet, sald
Turner (using—was it for the first time?—the phrase that
John F Kennedy was to hit upon for the 1960's), if there wag

—

1 Frontier, 3a0-1, 280, 277-8, see Saveth, American Historians

and gtrmpean Immigrants, yaa—37, for Torners views on irmmi-

——
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shock and apprehension in industrial civilization, there was
challenge also: “In place of old frontiers of wilderness, there
are new frontiers of unwon fields of science, fruitful for the
needs of the race; there are frontiers of better social domains
yet unexplored.”

Turner’s sense that the trials of the industrial world
might be successfully met was not given substance by any
program of his own. He was of course sympathetic to the gen-
eral direction of the Progressive reforms, and he beheved in
the advance of government regulation as a necessary condi-
tion of reform. But the only particular suggestion he had for
the times—aside from his belief that the need for agncul-
tural produce would help to sustain a healthy sectionalism—
was breathtaking in its simplhcity and its insulanty- it was
the state university that would keep pioneer ideals alive,
translate them into the terms required by industrialism, re-
affirm the democratic spirit of the country, keep opportunities
open, sustain mobility, provide democratic leadership, and,
in the end, “safeguard democracy.” The note of naiveté and
of Midwestern parochialism in this confidence in the state
urnuversity is all too plain, yet there is something to be said
for it Turner was among the earliest of modern Amencan
scholars to see how important the expert would become in
the business of government, and he did realize that moedern
democracy would require the services of groups of trained
experts of the kind he thought the state universities would
be particularly well equipped to turn out—lawmakers, ad-
ministrators, judges, commissioners, and the like—men “who
shall disinterestedly and intelligently mediate between con-
tending mterests.” The Umversity of Wisconsin, as he had had
occasion to see, had played just such a role in the reforms of
the La Follette era, and had established an intimate and
productive relation to the state’s political leaders.

In seeking for an intelligent and disinterested class of
experts, Turner struck a characteristic Progressive note, some-
what remuniscent of Brandeis’s conception that a corps of
lawyers with a proper sense of social responsibility would
hold “a position of independence between the wealthy and

3 Frontier, 2gg—300
01bid , 269-89, especially aB2~7.
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the people, prepared to curb the excesses of elther © Turmer
had also shifted ground he conceded that the old ploneer
prejudice against the expert and the speclalist was among
the frontier tralts that must be abandoned He thought that
if the expert showed enough “creative imagination and per-
sonality,” he could overcome this residual prejudice and that
the new class of experts could best be produced in the state
universities because these institutions were the direct in-
heritors of the democratic spirit. Historlans too would have
their place among the experts, as shapers of the xight kind
of social mentality “A just public opinion and & statesman-
like treatment of present problems demnand that they be seen
1n thelr historical relations in order that history may hold
the lamp for conservative reform ™

Of course, Turner expected much more of the state uni-
versities than they could give, and they have hardly justified
the notion that they would save democracy There is a certain
irony too in the thought that Turner's most memorable mani-
festo on the state universities a8 the salvation of democracy
was delivered in 1910, the very year when his own discontents
with Wisconsin, one of the best of them, drove him to Harvard
It is not hard to be swayed by his belief that modern democ-
racy would need more widespread, and cheaper, public edu-
cation and that the state universities would contribute both
to soclal mobility and to the sum of social intelligence, but
one is struck here, ence again, by the imbalance between the
major problem be perceived and the minor means he pro-
posed to solve it

v

Whether there was any relation between the bland and
conventional qualities of Tumer's mind and his difficultes
with his writing and with the development of his talent is a
question that must be left to his biographers There does re-
main about his career something extracrdinary and puzzling
it began with such gusto, such an onrush of inspiradon and

i
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major insight, it was encouraged by such prompt recognition,
that it is inexplicable to see it foundering before it had even
got to mid-passage. Turner’s success in conceiving and pro-
moting the frontier theme in the 1890’s was never to be fol-
lowed by any achievement even remotely comparable, and his
career becomes an unexpected instance of F. Scott Fitz-
gerald’s sweeping dictum that there are no second acts in
American lives Turner once told his pupil Merle Curts that
“a man does not make a fundamental discovery or effect a
profound alteration in science after he is thirty "® This fixa-
tion on youth is extraordinary for a histoman: poets and
mathematicians are reputed to bloom young, but history is
one of those pursuits in which talents usually ripen slowly
and m which the highest achievements can be expected in
the middle or later years. For Turner, however, the remark
has 1ts poignant reality. His basic idea had crystallized when
he was about thirty, and during the half-dozen or so years
immediately following it had given him the warm, inspired
moment that yielded his important early essays. By the time
he had reached his early forties, this idea had been exploited
about as fully as it could be i illustrative and exhortatory
essays, and the further development of Turner’s talent now
required either that he elaborate it fully in major books of
Western history or go on to develop some new central idea.
The first Turner could not do; the second he attempted, with
results I have already tried to assess, in the notion of sec-
tionalism.

Turner’s receptivity, at least, did not wane: he was
always prepared to see things he had missed before, or to
qualhfy his formulations. Near the end of his life he told
Arthur M. Schlesinger that he thought there was much to
be learned from an urban interpretation of American his-
tory. But it seems undeniable that Turner’s mind, which
developed with such rapidity and effect during his thirties
developed very little afterward. I trust I have made clear
that Turner’s early interest in the frontier, though it may
have originated in a somewhat parochial concern, was de-
veloped with anything but parochial intellectual means. Duz-
ing the 1880’s Turner looked eagerly for insight and guidance

8 Early Writings, 35 n.




PART I Frederick Jackson Turner 113

from whatever quarter he could find it—mnot anly from books
of geography and census teports and observatlons of natve
reformers like Henry George, but from English historical
writing, German historical thought, and contemporary French
scholarship, from statistics, economics, and soclology He
continued, of course, in his later years to call upon historians
for tius kind of collaboration with other disciplines, but, aside
from his efforts to keep up with trends among geographers, he
seems to have done rather little of it himself I find no evi-
dence in his published writings that he followed his early
interest in German bistorical thinkers with any acquaintance
with that remarkable efflorescence of soclological work that
came in the era of Max Weber Or, for that matter, that the
work of a native social thinker like Veblen, whose experiences
and ideas might have been expected to excite his interest, had
any effect on him, or that he found anything to learn from
other interesting contemporary sociologists ke Ward, Ross,
or Codley Or that he was interested in the emergence of
Pragmatism, or in the functionalist psychology being devel-
oped by Jobm Dewey and related thinkers Or that he was
excited or instructed by native political scientists like Charles
E. Merriam, J Allen Smith, or A F Bentley, or, for that
matter, Charles A. Beard Or that the rise of Fablanism in
England or of Amercan sacialism or later the coming of the
Bolshevik Revolution inspired him to any extensive reading in
the Marxian tradition Or that he was at all stirred by the
fresh and rebellious American literature of the period between
the 18g0's and the First World War Or that he was even in-
timately concerned with the emergence of the economic inter-
Pretation of history, which in this country owed so much to
his own earlier suggestions What he appears to bave done, as
he dug himself deeper and deeper into the vast materials of
Western Americana and kept carefully in touch with the large,
Proliferating literature of monopraphic scholarship, was to
lose sight of the greater world of ideas that was changing
with such rapidity during his middle years It is tempting to
speculate where his mind might have turned if he had taken
2 cue from any one of a number of major 1deas of the era.
And though we have no tight to iy to budget his time, it is
tempdog too to wonder what might have happened #, in-
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stead of writing more essays devoted to showing once again
the importance of the Middle West or the Mississipp1 Valley,
or to celebrating once again the pioneer ideals, he had written
an essay on, say, the significance of land speculation in Amer-
1can history, or on class stratification on the frontier or (since
he discovered a new mterest in the city) on the frontier cities;
or indeed to wonder what his mind might have turned to if he
had been able to forget about geography and physiography, to
abandon his intricate maps, and to read with any of his former
enthusiasm in contemporary sociology and literature, where he
might have found new resources for the distinctive quality
of his insights, which at their best were usually of a socio-
logical character

What complex of events brought about this arrested devel-
opment in Turner must remain largely a matter of specula-
tion. Although his productivity even during the 18go’s was
not notably lgh in quantty, it was of such quality as to give
several publishers the impression that in him they mught have
found the wrter of a whole series of sigmficant works. But
somewhere in his early forties Turner himself must have be-
gun to be aware that something was wrong; certainly he
began to feel with special pain the burden of writing, and he
began to develop so perfectly and completely the syndrome of
the nonwriting writer that the remaining mystery for us must
be not why he did not write the half dozen or so major books
that might have been spun out in pursuit of his 1sights but
how he managed, as he did, to force out a fairly steady trickle
of short pieces. It is perhaps fairest to think of him not as a
rich productive force full of primal energy who perversely
failed to realize his talents, but rather as a constitutional non-
writer whose work was wrung out of himself at immense
psychic cost.

It is hard to imagine anything that would have made
Turner an easy writer, but domestic tragedy went far to
dampen his spirit. In 18gg the Turners lost two of their three
children, a daughter of five and a son of seven, to childhood
diseases, and in the anguish of this experience, which left
him troubled over the health of his wife, a great deal went
out of him. “I have not done anything, and have not had the
heart for anything,” he wrote to Becker at this time. After a
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trip to Europe and a hiatus of a few years in his work, the
stall steady fiow of his writing resumed, but a certain resiil-
ence was gone, and those who knew him felt that he was never
guite the same If he was not so selfcritical ag to be unhappy
about the somewhat repetitive character of his work, its lack
of forward impetus, he was keenly distressed by his inability
to get much done, 3 trait over which the demanding editor-
ship of A. B Hart might have made him more self-consclous
than he had been before Ray Allen Billington has written a
sympathetic and revealing account of Turner’s struggles with
himself, which mark him with all the stigmata of the proto-
typical nonwriter He became haunted by the suspicion, so
clear to his biographer, that he was temperamentally “in.
capable of the sustained effort necessary to complete a major
scholarly volume ™ “I hate to write,” he blurted out to a stu-
dent in later years, “it i5 almost impossible for me to do so”
But it was a self-description arrived at after long and hard
experience In 1901, when he was forty, Turner had signed
contracts for nine books, not one of which was ever to be
written and only a few of which were even attempted, and
his iife was punctuated by an endless correspondence with
disappointed publishers For an academic family, the Turners
lived expensively and entertained generously, and the income
Srom any of the textoooks he promised 1o write wowld have
been welcome, but the carrot of income was no more effective
than the stick of duty and ambition Turner's teaching load at
Wisconsin was for a time cut down, in the hope that it would
clear the way for his productive powers, but what it produced
Was only a misunderstanding with university trustees
Tumer's reluctance to address himself to substantive history
was 80 overwhelming that A B Hart, a martinet of an editor
Who presided with ruthless energy over the authors of the
American Natlon series, extracted Rise of the New West out
of him only by dint of an extraordinary series of nagging

letters and bullying telegrams Hart in the end counted this
his supreme editortal achlevement I ought to be carved on
my tombstone that I was the only man in the world that

S Billington’s judgment in “Why Some Historians Rarely Write -
History,” Missiesippt Valley Historical Beview, x50 (196?3), is5,
the facts in the following paragraph are from this ccount.
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secured what might be called an adequate volume from
Turner,” he wrote to Max Farrand, and Farrand, one of
Turner’s closest friends who watched his aganized efforts to
produce his last unfinished volume in the splendid’ setting
provided by the Huntington Library, sadly concluded that he
would not have finished it had he lived forever.

Over the years Turner had built up a staggering variety
of psychological and mechanical devices, familiar to all ob-
servers of academia, to stand between himself and the finished
task. There was, for example, a kind of perfectionism, which
sent him off looking for one more curious fact or decisive bit
of evidence, and impelled the elaborate rewriting of drafts that
had already been rewmntten. There were the hopelessly op-
timistic plans for what he would do in the next two or twelve
or eighteen months, whose inevitable nonfulfillment brought
new lapses into paralyzing despair. There was an undisciplined
curiosity, an ingatiable, restless interest in everything, without
a correspondingly hvely determination to consummate any-
thing; a flitting from one subject to another, a yielding to the
momentary pleasures of research as a way of getting further
from the discipline of writing. (“T have a lot of fun exploring,
getting lost and getting back, and telling my companions
about it,” he said, but “telling” here did not mean wrnting.)
There was overresearch and overpreparation, with the conse-
quent inability to sort out the important from the trivial—a
small mountain of notes, for example, gathered for a trifing
projected children’s book of 25,000 words on George Rogers
Clark. There were, for all the unwritten books, thirty-four
large file drawers bulging with notes on every aspect of Amer-
ican history. There were elaborate maps, drawn to correlate
certain forces at work in American politics. There were scrap-
books, and hours spent filling them. There was summer-session
teaching, often needed to meet family expenses. There were,
as a necessary source of relief, long camping and fishing trips.
(Turner needed the outdoors so much that shortly after his
removal from Madison to Cambridge he set up a tent for a time
on his back porch so that he could sleep out of the house.)
There were the absorbing affairs of the University of Wisconsin
——a duty—and for a long time the burdens of the departmental
chairmanship. There was a crusade against the overemphasis



PART It Frederick Jackson Turner 117

on college football, 2 movement to elect a new president
There were the needs and demands of his graduate stu-
dents, always warmly and generously met (“Turner gives all
his time to us, instead of spending 1t writing books and articles
like the others!”), and there was the irresistible lure of over-
teaching which caused Turner in 1923~4, his last year at
Harvard, to redo the notes for a course which he bad given
many times and would never give again There were the pro-
fessional affairs of the American Historical Association, there
were commmencement and dedicatory addresses There were,
of course, long letters of explanation to publishers, and other
letters setting forth new plans for books There was indeed an
entire set of letters to Henry Holt and Company, examining
varioug possible titles for the last unfinishable volume—letters
that the exasperated publishers finally cut off by suggesting
that the matter might well wait until the book itself became a
reality Finally, there was, after the possible bounty of his mid-
dle age had been lost, a series of wasting and depressing ill-
nesses during his last fifteen years that cut deep into his
working time At the end, Turner was, as always, good-
humored and apologetic There was a last word for Farrand

“Tell Max I am sorry that I haven't finished my book,” And
one can only hope that he found consolation in the thought

that, even without his book, he had redrawn the map of
American historlography



CHAPTER 4

The Frontier as an Explanation

In truth there is no single key to Amenican
history.
—Frederick Jackson Turner, 1907

I

HAVE LEFT to the end Turner’s use of the frontier and the

many criticisms that have been made of it A good deal of
the confusion that has arisen in the controversy over Turner’s
1deas can be resolved if one bears 1n mind the twofold charac-
ter of his writings. On one side there 1s what both critics and
followers have referred to as his poetic vision In images of a
certain economy and force Turner was giving voice to emo-
tions deeply felt and widely shared—wnting, as Henry Nash
Smith has said, “with the authonty of one who speaks from
the distilled experience of his people.” Here his achievement
must be understood as part of the broader inheritance of ro-
mantic nationalism But this aspect of his work 1s also inked
to the vagueness and imprecision of his formulations, their
repetitive, almost incantatory restatement over the years, his
tendency to lapse into sentiments of national and regional
patriotism. On the other side there are a series of historical
and sociological statements about American development
which seem to hinge upon fact; in one form or another—
whether as he put them or somewhat restated—they do seem
to be amenable to the test of evidence, and they have tempted
“scientrfic” historians to exercise their craft upon the Turner-
ian generalizations in ways that are regarded by those who
share the frontier mystique as excessively literal-minded
Hence in this argument there have been mobilized against
each other historians of two kinds of intellectual temperament,
coinciding with the poet and the positivist that coexisted so
uneasily in Turner. And the Turner who deals in fact—or who

1 Virgin Land, 251.
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¢eerns to ask us to do so—and the Tumer who deals in values
are always intertwined in such a way as to make the task of
Turner critlclsm an exercise 1 nice discrimination

Historlans bave debated so long and hard whether the
frontier thesis is profoundly valuable or fundamentally mis-
leading that there has been a danger of losing sight of
the paradox that it can be both Here, trying to distill what
geems to be of most enduring value in the controversy, 1 shall
work on the assumption that there is indeed something of sub-
stantial merit at the core of Turner’s views The most valid
procedure with a historical thinker of his kind is not to try to
have sport with his marginal failings but to rescue whatever
is viable by cutdng out what has proved wrong, tempering
what is overstated, tightening what is too loosely put, and set-
ting the whole in its proper place among the usable perspec-
tlves on our past

Even Turner's sharpest critics have rarely failed to con-
cede the core of merit to his thesis, and wisely so For over two
hundred and fifty years the American people shaped their
lives with the vast empty interior of the continent before
them Their national existence up to Turner's day had been in-
volved with conquering, securing, occupying, and developing
their continental empire It is hard to belfeve that this process
of westward settlement, so demanding, so preoccupying, so
appealing to the imagination, go productive of new and rich
resources for the economy, could have been carried on for so
long without having some considerable effect upon thek
politics and diplomacy, the pattern of thefr nationahsm, thelr
manners, literature, and their imagination, their habits and
Institutions Very little of this has really been in dispute, and
If Turner had limited his claims to such terms, had been con-
tent to say that the availability of the inland empire and its
development must be taken into full account in any well-
rounded or complete study of the farces that have shaped the
United States, it 15 doubtful that any reasonable man would
have troubled to argue with him

But it §s also doubtful that anyone would have paid any
attention Here I think we can only defer to the soundness of
Turner’s insuncts—as we must In another conmection to
Beard’s—if not to all his reasoning, both men understood that
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if a new or heterodox idea 1s worth anything at all it is worth
a forceful overstatement, and that this is one of the conditions
of its being taken seriously We have seen that many aspects
of the Turner thesis were stated by other writers before Turner;
but we 1dentify him with this idea not simply because he
stated it more fully but also because he hammered away at it
with a certain obsessive grandeur until everyone had to take
account of it.2

What troubled Turner’s critics, then, was not the core of
his insight—so useful and appropriate in the setting of Ameri-
can historical writing during the 18go’s—but 1ts formulation:
a series of very broad assertions, very vaguely put, seemingly
exclusive of other than frontier and Western forces, and rest-
ing heavily upon a Middle Western animus that was irrelevant
to the tasks of historical explanation and impossible for Amer-
icans from other regions to share. But before we go on to
consider how much of the Turner thesis may survive the recent
barrage of criticism, 1t is necessary to return once more to
Turner's mode of statement. Here we must face up to a flat
contradiction: Turner, as a self-conscious theorist of histori-
cal causation, was distinctly opposed to one-idea systems. As
a teacher, by the unanimous testimony of his pupils, he was
careful to stress the complexity of history, its multicausal
character, and to avoid dogmatism and oversimplification. In
1907 he said in a lecture: “In truth there is no single key to
Amernican history. In history, as in science, we are learning
that a complex result is the cutcome. Simple explanations fail
to meet the case.”® On other occasions he made similar state-
ments, and I see no reason to doubt that this clear explanation
of his sense of the matter represented his mature judgment.
Yet the whole Turnenian creed 1s set forth in a seres of sharp,
jarring, sweeping assertions that make inordinate demands
upon our belief. :

Turner’s assertions, it should be said, are not merely those
of a bright young man promoting a new idea, but are repeated
2*1 do not think of myself as primarily either a western historian
or a human geographer. I have stressed those two factors because

it seemed to me that they had been neglected.” Turner to Carl
Becker, October 3, 1925

3 Legacy, 170, this remark was made in a lecture of 1907 pub-
lished the following year. Cf Legacy, 38-41.
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thrqughout his middle years with little or no modification or
explanation 4

This ever retreating frontier of free land is the key to
American development

The true point of view in the history of this natfon is not
the Atlantic coast, it 1s the Mississippi Valley The real
lines of American development, the forces dominating our
character, are to be studied in the bistory of westward ex-
pansion.

The existence of an area of free land, its continuous re-
cesslon, and the advance of American settlement westward,
explain American development

The true point of view 1n the history of this natlan is not
the Atlantic Coast, it is the Great West.

And to study this advance, the men who grew up umder
these conditions, and the political, economic, and soclal re-
sults of it, I8 to study the really American part of our history

The problem of the West i3 nothing less than the problem
of American development

The Mismssippi Valley has been the especial home of
democracy

The forest clearings have been the seed plots of American

character, This forest philosophy is the philesophy of
American democyacy

This at least is clear American democracy s funda-

mentally the outcome of the experlences of the American
people in dealing with the West

This new democracy that captured the country and de-
stroyed the ideals of statesrnanship came from no theorist’s
dream of the German forest It came, stark and strong and
full of Hfe, from the American forest

American democracy was born of no theorlst’s dream, it
Was not carred in the Sarah {Susan] Constant to Virginia,
ner fu the Mayflower to Plymouth It came out of the Amer-

4
zf;t:g;r and Section, a2p, Fronter, 1, 3, 4, 205, 190, a08-7, 268,
’
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1can forest, and it gained new strength each time it touched
a new frontier. Not the constitution, but free land and an
abundance of natural resources open to a fit people, made
the democratic type of society 1n America for three cen-
turies while it occupied 1ts empire

It is these grand verbal gestures that have brought about
much of the waste motion 1n the debate over the frontier
What, for example, are we to make of the statement that free
land and the process of Western settlement “explain” Ameri-
can development? An assertion like this is an embarrassing
thing to have on one’s hands, and it 1s hardly surprsing that
when such dicta are referred to, an admirer of Turner will usu-
ally intervene, hike some alert hostess distraught over a tactless
remark, to explain that her guest really did not mean what he
saild But what did he mean? We may legitimately indulge
Turner, and ourselves, by passing over the complexities that
philosophers would surely raise about the meaning of explana-
tion. But still: does Turner’s proposition mean that free land
and the westward movement are the only major forces mn
American history that we need to take account of ? Or that they
are so formidable that they far outweigh all the other forces
put together? Or merely that they constitute the largest single
force among a variety of forces? And even so, by what calibra-
tion do we measure and compare the weight of such grand
imponderables as the frontier, as against the nonfeudal in-
hentance of America, or its Protestant background, or its
ethnic mixture? It is probably safest here to fall back on
Turner’s own remark that there is no single key to American
history as evidence that he would in the end have agreed with
us that a proposition such as this about the explanation of
American history need not be taken seriously as a subject of
rational discourse. Its true function was on one side emotional,
to protest against the previous neglect of the West, and on the
other side promotional, to call attention to the Turnerian prop-
ositions.

Again, take Turner’s often quoted statement that “the
frontier is the line of most rapid and effective Americaniza-
tion.” The context shows what Turner meant. it was at the
frontier that European man, rather abstractly conceived, most
quickly and surely became the American man—not in itself
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an implausible suggestion But if for the mament we tum our
attention away from European man to contemplate more con-
cretely the European immigrants who flooded into the United
States, the fact will be brought home to us that they had to
be Americanized in those portions of America where they hap-
pened to settle, and that most of them settled in the cites
(Even as early as 1870 only ten per cent of foreign-born Amer-
icans were farmers ) We may leave to students of accultura-
tion the question whether the small minority who went to a
frontler were more rapldly and effectively Americamized than
those who went to the city—with no mare than the suggestion
that the matter should not be settled in a circular fashion
simply by defining Americanization as that which occurred on
the frontier What is most important is not to let our attention
be diverted from the basic facts of urban life by Turner's
clatms for the superior Americanizing efficacy of the frontier
From the early nineteenth century to the First World War thirty
million Europeans were added to the American population
By what process were the ideals of the frontlersmen and the
frontier experience transmitted to them and thelr children?
We need not prejudge the question the frontier had, and has,
a profound appeal to the Imagination, and something of 1t may
have been conveyed to Italians in Providence and Poles in
Hamtramck. Something, but not all, and not in its immediacy,
and above all, however it was conveyed, it had to be conveyed
through agencles that can be understood only as part of the
urban scene The frontler had a big maw but it cannot be
made ta ingest everything

Cue of the earliest objections to the Turnerian generali-
zatlons had to do with the persistent imprecision of their cen-
tral terms This was espectally, and perhaps most decisively,
true of the word “frontler” itself One may find a certain ad-
mirable boldness in Turner's statement on this count “The
term is an elastic one, and for our purposes does not need
sharp definition ” One may also find merit in it, in the sense
that Turner is so often consciously trying to unite and draw
together related things rather than to distinguish them when
Wwe are articulate about what we are doing, 1t is quite as legiti-
ate to combine and relate things as it is to break down and
distinguish them But at length one is impelled to agree with
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George W. Pierson’s judgment that in a thinker for whom the
“frontier” affords the “explanation” of American history, loose-
ness in usmg it is a serious problem. Efforts like Pierson’s
famous dissections of Turner, which proceed by textual analy-
sis and deal with internal consistency, do not have precisely
the stature of a “refutation” of Turner's views, but they pro-
vide a necessary foundation to any attempt to decide how
much use we can make of them. The frontier, to Turner, was
on various occasions the wilderness environment, on others
empty and unsettled land, or the population hiving in a certamn
area, or “the West” generally, or the natural resources found
there, or a social process of settlement and Americanization;
and, in one instance where a stroke of hyper-clarity only un-
derscores the general confusion, Turner repeated the census-
maker’s defimtion as “the margin of that settlement which has
a density of two or more to the square mile "5
Criticism based on these vagaries of usage seems to me to
stem from something more than the desire to have a little
semantic fun at Turner’s expense. History 1s nejther philos-
ophy nor science, but it is rational discourse that has to pro-
ceed in accordance with certain rules, and I am disposed here
to agree with Henry Nash Smith’s observation: “Sometimes
. . Turner’s metaphors threaten to become themselves a
means of cognition and to supplant discursive reasoning.” To
some readers, for example, it will make a difference whether
Ohio, which can indeed be called a frontier state in 1803, can
stili be called a frontier state in 1833—at which point it can
still certainly be called a part of “the West,” If the West and
the frontier are loosely identified, then social processes that
were going on in Ohio in the 1830’s, and which may be much
the same as the processes general to small-town and rural
America on or off the frontier, all become transmuted into
“frontier” processes. Still worse. if the frontier and the West
mean the same thing, everything that went on west of the Ap-
palachians, and all the natural resources of the West itself
somehow become assimilated to the frontier imagery. Turner

5 See Frontier, 3 for Turner on both counts Two essays by Pierson
are indigpensable: “The Frontier and Frontiersmen of Turner’s
Essays,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography, 64
(1940), 44978, and “The Frontier and American Institutions,”
New England Quarterly, 15 (1942), 22455,
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himself was troubled by the problem, though he did little to
resclve it. Of “the West™ he wrote in 1gox - “the term has hope-
lessly lost its definiteness ™

The difference here is no mere guibble The immediate
experfence of the frontier, rather narrowly and literally de-
fined as the meeting place between avilization and the wilder-
ness or as the edge of settlements characterized by a certain
low population density, was of necessity the experience only of
a very small portion of the whole Amexrican population, and
as the population of the country became larger through tme,
it was the experience of an ever shrinking portion. But the
experience of growing up in a dynamic and rapidly developing
rural environment, common to almost ail parts of the country
and indeed especlally dramatic in the West, was one very
widely shared throughout our history Much of the Tumer
thesis holls down, in this sense, to the undermstanding, sound
enough, but hardly so distinctlve as the frontler rhetoric sug-
gests, that the United States was a rural society before it be-
came an urban one, and that many of itg traits were shaped by
the requirements of a fast-developing capitalistic agriculture
expanding into a rich terrain

1I

The counts on which Turner has been criticized are be-
wilderingly numerous, though not all are of equal fmportance
Bome of his concerns—like plotting out the “stages of develop-
ment” through which a fronter area would pass—seem to
belong largely to the fmmediate post-Darwinian intellectual
climate in which his ideas were first expressed, and it is not
any longer of central interest that his version of a more or less
unilinear sequence has been quarreled with by some special-
Ists in frontier history It will perhaps be more feasible to con-
sider how only a few of his major contentions have fared, and
to concentrate on his views concemning the effects of the
frontier on democracy and individualism

Probably the most important is the concepton that our
giliocracy is the outcome of the experience of the American

€ Virgin Land, 2x4, Froutier, 126




126 THE PROGRESSIVE HISTORIANS

people in dealing with frontier expansion and the West. In
assessing Turner's approach to democracy, certain peculian-
ties are important to reckon with. The first is a disposition to
illustrate but not to define. Perhaps it is easy for a historian to
assume that, in writing about democracy for a people who ex-
perience and practice it, definition 1s not necessary. As we
shall see, this tendency to circle about the question of democ-
racy without coming to rest on a definition was also one of the
problems inherent in Charles Beard’s book on the Constitution,
A second point is that Turner’s real concern was not in fact
with democracy as a general phenomenon of political develop-
ment but only with the distinctive features of American de-
velopment—a matter to which I shall return. Again, Turner
here, as in most situations, has a disposition to synthesize
rather than to analyze. He is more interested in combining
things that he sees as related than he is in making sharp dis-
tinctions between things that can in fact be distinguished.
Finally, when he speaks of democracy, he 18 much more likely
to relate it to sentiments and attitudes or to specific historical
measures than to the forms of institutions. In particu-
lar, he is likely—and this is very American—to 1dentfy de-
mocracy with egalitarianism This view of it has obvious
Iimitations- it gives us no way of accounting for societies like
England which have a strong deferential social system and a
well-developed sense of class but also highly developed demo-
cratic institutions. Most of us today are disposed to define de-
mocracy as a system of parliamentary government in which
there is a universal or nearly universal base of suffrage, in
‘which officeholding is not restricted to a limited class, in which
criticism of the policies of the government is tolerated and
takes an institutional form in an opposition party or partles,
and in which there ave adequate formal legal sanctions to
protect such criticism. Turner did not show a systematic in-
terest in the development of democracy in this sense, but
rather m the history of certain attitudes and issues that re-
inforced the spirit of egalitarianism.

Turner also finds democracy in American experience in-
timately associated with “individualism ” Insofar as he sees
any tension between the two, he sees it only as a product of
the modern era, the era after the disappearance of the free
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lands “The fronder individualism,” he wrote in his famous
essay, “has from the beginning promoted democracy.” The
“democracy born of free land” he sees as being “strong in
selfishness and individualism ” The old pre-Revolutionary West
he calls “a democratic self-sufficing, primitve agricultural
soclety, in which individualism was more proncunced than
in the community life of the lowlands ” Elsewhere he speaks
of “the old democratic admiration for the self-made man, its
old deference to the rights of competitive individual develop-
ment.” Democracy was associated with individualism because
collective action took place “without the intervention of gov-
ernmental institutions ” Only in the modem post-frontler era,
an era Turner speaks of as the era of “organized democracy,”
do democracy and individualism come into confllct *Organ-
jzed democracy after the era of free land has learned that
popular government to be successful must not only legin-
mately be the choice of the whole peaple” but must also recog-
nize that “speclalization of the organs of the government, the
choice of the fit and the capable for office, is quite as important
a8 the extenslon of popular control”” When free lands came
to an end and the Americans lost their isclation from Europe,
they lost their immunity from the costs of mistakes, waste,
Inefficiency, and inexperfence And with the rise of industnal-
it.ism they also needed to cope with its ills through social legisla-
an

More often than not, “democracy” in Turner’s writings is
an attitude, a spixit, the quality of a certain kind of political
or soclal movement Jacksonian democracy, for example, was
“strong in the faith of the intrinsic excellence of the common
mman, in his rght to make his own place in the world, and in
his capacity to share in government” 1t was the opposite of
Conservatlsm the West brought "a new type of democracy
and new popular ideals The West was not conservative "
It was high-minded “Western democracy has been from the
tme of its birth idealistic * It was fraternal Middle Western
democracy involved “a real feeling of social comradeship
among its widespread members”, it was “an enlarged neigh-
borhood democracy  baged upon good fellowship, sympathy

T Frontler, 30, 3a, 107, 258, 343, 357, of 3057
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and understanding.” It was, of course, anti-aristocratic, since
1t stood for the predominance of the farmer as against the
planter class. Above all it was a quality of the pioneer. “The
strength of democratic movements has chiefly lain in the re-
gions of the pioneer.” The pioneer was passionately devoted to
the ideal of equality, to keeping the road open to opportunity,
to circumventing or checking monopoly He saw no right in
the successful to look down on their neighbors, no vested title
to supenority.8

In other contexts Turner also sees democracy as being an
attribute of certain kinds of movements, measures, or institu-
tional forms. “Restless democracy” demanded changes in tax-
ation, in the apportionment of legislative representation be.
tween East and West, a broader suffrage. It was also identified
with the demand of the frontier for more local self-govemn-
ment. In one passage, which 1llustrates the breadth of his con.
ception of democracy, Turner linked 1t with the lhiberalization
of apportionment and the suffrage, with “disregard of vested
interests, and insistence on the rights of man,” with reform of
laws for impnsonment for debt, wath “general attacks upon
monopoly and privilege,” and with Jackson’s attacks on aris-
tocracy and “the credit and paper system.” Certainly democ-
racy gains mmpetus in American history as the process of
Western settlement grows more and more important “Already
in the first part of the eighteenth century, the frontier popula-
tion tended to be a rude democracy.” Then Jefferson appeared
as “the first prophet of American democracy,” representing
“the Western democracy into which he was born ” But it was
only with Jacksonianism that frontier democracy finally be-
came the ruling national principle, with Western preponder-
ance under Jackson and Wiliam Henry Harrison. It was par-
ticularly congenial to the area into whaich the country moved
when it crossed the Appalachians: “The Mississippi Valley
has been the especial home of democracy.™

Within a certain limited framework, Turner’s evocation
of the character of American democracy still rings true The
idea that the frontier had much to do with the shapmg of

81bid, 3o2, 270, 261, 345-6, 2501, 274, 342
8Ibd, 192, g8, 2501, 31, 1g0.
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American egalitarianism 1s one of the Turnerian notions that
instantly commends itself to our sense of reality, and indeed
with sufficlently careful qualifications it may outlast the many
criticlems that have been made of it But its vulnerability is
most acute for students of political development who are in-
terested in the general evolution of modern democracy and for
those who look at the problem of democracy from the stand-
point of political theory or constitutional history Here Tumer’s
approach does have two grave difficultdes, which were pointed
out long apo in notable critiques by Benjamin F Wright, Jr,
and which have been expanded by a number of writers since !
The first {s that the frontier interpretation isolates the growth
of American democracy from the general development of
democracy in Western civilization, of which it is a part The
second is that when we try to apply it mechanically as the ex-
clusive, or even the primary, explanation of a variety of prob-
lems or phases in the development of American democracy
itself, it ylelds chiefly a series of stale clichés and misconcep-
tions One may say that Wright and his successors have been
talking past Turner rather than to him, insofar as they are
concerned with the development of democracy In peneral,
something Turner never tried to cope with, and not with 1ts
American variations and peculiaritles But Wright's criticisms
8erve to remind us that our whole sense of the nature and im-
portance of American varlations on democracy can be baged
only on a firm sense of its comparative development and upen
an acknowledgment of American borrowings

“The proper point of departure for the discussion of the
dse of democracy in the United States,” Wright argued, “is
not the American West but the European background " Amer-
lcan democracy could be understood only as the product of
Centuries of development in which the English experience was
an integral part It was of vital fmportance that American
clvilization had taken its cues from English civilization, and
that in England feudalism had been extinct for many genera-
tons before the founding of New England Again, America’s

—

Y 6ee his “American Democracy and the Frontler,” Yale Review,
?: (1930), 34965 and “Politlical Institutions and the Frontier™

15—D33R Fox, ed, Sources of Culturs in the Middle West (1934),
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sources in the Protestant Reformation had shaped its organi-
zational forms on the relatively decentralized and democratic
models that prevailed in the Protestant denominations, and
the American temper had been profoundly affected by at-
titudes toward power that were bred in the tradition of
dissent. Wright conceded that the frontier probably had a
further democratizing effect, but he pointed out that fron-
tiers do not everywhere produce democratic societies. what
counts more than the frontier envaironment is the system of
habits and ideas, expectations and institutions, that a people
brings to the frontier. The presence of a frontier did not bring
about in French Canada a political or social system like that
of the United States, nor did it prevent the Dutch from creat-
mg a patroon system, or the Spaniards from establishing great
haciendas in Mexico.2 Even in the United States, slaveholding
planters produced a different society on the southern frontier
from that produced in the Northeast by free labor. One can
best capture the profound consequences of Turner’s neglect of
human culture in his stress upon the environment, if one 1m-
agines what kind of political society would have been created
on the frontier if it had been settled, say, by Hottentots or
Maori.

Again, while it is probably true that life was frequently
more egalitarian in frontier communities than in settled areas,
the truly significant facts are the brevaty of the frontier ex-
perience, the relatively small numbers of people who are in-
volved in and directly affected by it, and the readiness with
which, once the primitive stage of settlement is past, the vil-
lages and cities only recently removed from their frontier life
reproduce the social stratification, political forms, and patterns

2 In some respects, Turnerlans have been able to take comfort in
the findings of comparative frontier studies. A L. Burt, for ex-
ample, has argued persuasively that the frontier process had a
considerable democratizing effect on New France, The Frontier
in Perspective, ed by W. D Wyman and C. B Kroeber (1957),
59~77, and other frontiers yield similar suggestions. A fronter,
other things being equal, may or may not have some democratiz-
ing effect. But none of these findings seem to me to touch the
essential point of Turner’s critics. Their point is that the forest
environment does not create the essential institutions upon which
democracy rests, and that these institutions are far more effective
than the wilderness or the new lands in establishing the precondi-
tions of democracy.
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of Jeadership and control that exist in similar communities
far to the east.

In the forms of government and law, moreover, we do not
find, as we might expect, that the West changed Eastern ways,
for here the West was imitative rather than innovative West-
ern settlers were apparently not discontented with the state of
constitutional forms in the Eastern reglons they had left, for
generally they fried to reproduce the types of state and local
governments they were familiar with It is of course true that
they reproduced (and in a few cases sumewhat strengthened)
the democratic aspects of these constitunons-—thelr restraints
on the powers of legislators and governors, for example—but
they also reproduced their less democratic aspects, including
that most fundamental of all checks on popular democracy,
judiclal review

Even the effect of the early West on manhood suifrage
has been misconstrued The new states of the trans-Appala-
chian West did accelerate the broadening of the suffrage, a
process already begun in the Revolutionary era before they
were settled, but they did not try, and showed no desire, to
carry the process beyond the goal previously reached in sev-
eral of the older states On one count, Negro suffrage, the
new states denied a right that had already been granted by
New York and five New England states It could be conceded
that the new states were somewhat advanced in dropping
property and religious qualifications for officeholders, and in
Increasing the number of executive and judicial offices elected
by popular vote But in summing up the Western contributions
in this area, Wright concluded “The result of developments
in the newer sections seems to have been somewhat to acceler-
ate the rate of growth of the democratic movement, not to
change its direction " So far as the right to vote I8 concerned,
Wright's canclusions have been strengthened by Jater research
Turner had argued in 1903 “It was only as the interlor of the
country developed that [suffrage) restrictions gradually gave
way in the direction of manhood suffrage ” Apparently some-
what troubled by the realization that Eastern states were modi-
fying their suffrage requirements at the same time, he found a
way of attributing it to Western development the Western
states, he thought, influenced the Eastern ones, partly because
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the Eastern states feared that unfranchised laborers would
move off to areas where they could vote. Chilton Williamson,
in his comprehensive history of the suffrage, finds that the
facts of suffrage reform in the seaboard states do not fit
Turner’s argument The possible drain of population was never
a major issue in the discussion of suffrage policies in any.
Eastern state What is more important, such states as Vermont,
Maryland, and South Carolina had divorced property from suf-
frage as early as 1812 under circumstances that seemed to
owe little to Western influences. Some Western states were not
s0 advanced as legend would have it. Williamson concludes:
“In view of the extent to which Western suffrage history was a
recapitulation of the suffrage history of the Eastern seaboard,
it is difficult to behieve that the New West was umque or that
it made any new contribution to the growth of suffrage de-
mocracy.”

Briefly surveying certain focal episodes in American history,
Wright pointed out in terms that still seem convincing how
unsatisfactory, at point after point, an excessive Western or
frontier mterpretation of American democracy proves to be.
Dunng the century and more before the American Revolution,
when the Enghsh communities grew in size from straggling
settlements to well-populated colonies and pushed the frontiex
line from the tidewater to the mountains this process did not
cause them to make many striking extensions of the democ-
racy they already had; in some respects, especially in the
degree of social stratification, egalitarianism actually lost
some ground. The first strong new push toward democracy
came with the Revolutionary era. In the background of the
Revolution, it is true, problems of the West played a part of
considerable importance, but in view of the consistent agita-
tional initiatives of Eastern leaders, the predominance of
Eastern agitators and propagandists employing ideas not im-
ported from the backwoodsmen but from English Whigs and
dissenters and from Continental writers, it would be impos-
sible to assign priority to the West in this movement. The West

3 Frontier, 250, 30—1; Rise of the New West, 175—-6, Williamson,
American Suffrage from Property to Democracy (1g6c), 2089,
221-2, For a balanced discussion of the limited contribution of
the West to political democracy, see Ray Allen Billington, Amer-
ica’s Frontier Heritage (1966), chapter vi.
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contributed its chare to the effort, but in at least two colonies,
North Carolina and Georgla, the backwoodsmen were strongly
Loyalist Finally, as Wright remarks, the state constitutions
adopted on the seaboard in the revolutionary era “contained
pearly all the fundamental principles followed by the state and
national governments ever since ”

Jeffersonian democracy, again, was more an Eastern than
a frontler movement Turner had written that “Jefferson was
the first prophet of American democracy, and when we an-
alyse the essentlal features of his gospel, it is clear that the
Western influence was the dominant element ” Jefferson, as
Turner had it, was born on the Virginia frontier, and “his
father was a ploneer.” He was surrounded by democratic
ploneer farmers, and became the spokesman of thelr ideas 4
During the Revolution his Virginia reforms were intended to
throw the political power of the province into the hands of the
interior settlers and take it out of the hands of the coastal aris-
tocracy His presidential regime was an atiempt to realize the
a ideals of the “Western democracy into which he was
bom ”

Here one may go beyond Wright's criticisms to say that al-
most everything Turner says about Jeffersan, though most of
it 18 still integral in the American gospel, is either badly
nuanced, a misleading half truth, or flatly wrong It is true
encugh that Jefferson was born on the frontier (where his
“ploneer” father, who married into Virginia's upper class was,
as Turner knew, the engrosser of a thousand acres, and where
he employed a steward and five overseers) and that he spent
hig first years in a new community But the rest of his life, in-
cluding the profoundly formative late adolescent years, was
spent in the more sophisticated, thoroughly Angliicized society
of Willlamsburg, under the social influences of the governmg
planter class and under the intellectual influences of English
Whiggery and the European Enlightenment His ideas, in this
respect, were not markedly different from those of many of his
conternporaries in Virginla and in the North, who had always
lived on the seaboard He was a slaveholder, and an integral
part of the Virginia planter class, and in slighting the pro-
found moral paradox of the slaveholder's democracy, Turner

4 Frontisr, 250, ga~a.
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falls 1n hne with the tradition, so evasive about slavery and
race, of American progressive democratic theory.s Jefferson’s
Virginia reforms, far from laying the ax to the root of Virginia
anstocracy, were directed mainly against feudal survivals that
had become a distinct nuisance to many planters, and only on
one pomt, religious disestablishment, were they gravely con-
troversial. His brand of democracy, which accepted the con-
ventional notions of balanced government all but universal
among the American governing classes, was basically that of
a mildly radical Enghsh Whig, and the acceptance of an elite
leadership, which 1s evident in his ideas of natural aristocracy
and even in his views of the function of education (raking, he
said, the true talents out of the “rubbish”), quahfied hus demo-
cratic convictions m a manner not ordinarly associated with
militant frontier egalitarians His presidency embodied ag-
rarlan ideals common to great planters and small farmers
alike, not to the latter alone, and 1n relating the history of
these ideals, it seems important to say that a coaliion of
planters and farmers was incapable of applying them success-
fully in practice or even maintaining them in theory. The
changes 1 Jefferson’s views, on this count, are well known.
Jefferson himself, hke the political movement he created, was
complex, fascinating, and paradoxical. The simple rubric of
the frontier democrat wipes out all those glorious ambiguities
and complexaties of his achievement that the serious historian
has learned to relish

The case of Jacksoman democracy was rather different,
for Jackson, unlike Jefferson, can indeed be called a Western
type, and much of the force as well as the tone of Jacksoman
democracy can fairly be attributed to Western influences But
on the whole, Wright forecast later scholarship in emphasiz-
ing that Jacksonian democracy was a nationwide movement
rather than a sectional one—one need only look at some of
Turner’s own pohtical maps to see that this was so—and in
emphasizing the Eastern provenance of its basic ideas. Wnght
took an almost malign pleasure in pointing out that Jackson’s
Tennessee was slow to remove the last of its property qualhfica-

5 Staughton Lynd deals rather harshly with Turner and Beard on
this count, but I believe his case is basically correct. See his “On
Turner, Beard and Slavery,” Journal of Negro History, 48 (1963),
a35-50
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tions for the right to vote, and he might well have enjoyed
even more Thomas P Abernethy’s devastating excursions into
Jackson and Tennessee democtacy, which ghow how clearly
Jackson was aligned against the democratic movement in his
own state ¢ Partly because of the obviously national character
of Jacksonian democracy, and partly because of its many in-
ternal complexities, modern scholarship pays little regard to
the notion that it was distinctively a frontier product, and the
debate over its meaning has shifted to a concern with the rela-
tive importance of its entrepreneurial and labor elements and
related questions ? Again, the humanitarian reforms that
agitated the Jacksonian era, and which very often drew their
strength from a very different social constituency from that of
the Jacksonians, were parallel to those going on in Europe and
strong in the Eastern states The demand for women'’s suf-
frage, ploneered by Frances Wright, a wealthy ummigrant
Scotswoman, flourished mainly in the East, gs did the move-
ments for prison reform, for public schools, for the humane
care of the mentally i, and abolitionism, which had its
inception in the East, was not monopolized by either section

Yet it has been possible to find a way of squaring the
facts of American development with Turner's sense—which
corresponds with our own—tbat American democracy owes
much to the frontler American democracy his disciples have
been all but unanimous, and I belleve wholly right, in point-
ing out that what Turner was trying to account for was not
the evolution of modern democracy in general, but only the
distinctive features of its American version ¥ Democratic so-
cletles have emerged in so many frontierless countres that it
would be bootless to argue that a frontler iy essential to de-
mocracy as such In the end it is probably more important
to see American democracy as a part of western Furopean
democracy than it 18 to stress its uniqueness—especially to

8 See his From Frontier to Plantation in Tennessee (1933)
70On this count, see Sellers, “Apdrew Jackson v

s Rodaded J ersus the Histo-
8 “What I was dealing with was in the first place, the American
cherscter of democracy as compared with that of Europe or of
European philosophers ® Turner to Frederick Merk, January g
1931 The difficulty was that Tumer assumed the elementa of
;mad;an uniqueness and did pot actuslly cerry out the com.
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those who are interested in the survival of democracy and
who want to understand the most general conditions for its
existence. In this sense, the frontier theory will be of little
more than marginal concern to the cosmopolitan political
theorist who is primarily interested in the institutional foun-
dations of modern democracy Stll, for a student of the Amer-
ican past, the peculiarities of American democracy are as legit-
imate an object of concern as our manners and morals or the
American character or the themes of Amernican literature If
we grant, then, that what is fundamentally at stake in the
Turnenan scheme is not the sources of democracy but the
element of American uniqueness, we have perhaps arrived at
the soundest basis for rehabilitating in some degree the fron-
tier thesis.

Probably the most impressive neo-Turnerian attempt to
give a theoretical character to new findings has been that
offered by Stanley Elkins and Eric McKitrick ? They waste no
effort in pretending that the institutions brought to the en-
vironment are unimportant—in fact they make such differ-
ences an Integral part of their theory. Nor do they deny what
they call “the absurdities of Turner’s logic.” But while grant-
ing that Turner's insights were “crude in form,” they still find
in them “in many ways the closest thing we have had to a
seminal contribution to the theory of American history.” Much
of Turnerism they are prepared to give up—but not the cen-
tral idea that the frontier had a great deal to do with the
development of political democracy as a habit and the Amer-
1can as 2 unique political creature They start with the propo-
sition that the problem must be approached with a new
working—that 1s, testable-—definition of democracy, adapted
to the assumption of American uniqueness What they find is
a reality with three main facets: a manipulative attitude
toward government shared by large numbers of people; wide
participation 1 public affairs (and by this they do not mean
merely voting); and a widespread sense of personal com-
petence to make a difference in the management of affairs.
Their primary contribution has been to try to show how these
traits develop most quickly during the imtial stages of setting

9 “A Meaning for Turner’s Frontier,” Political Sctence Quarterly,
59 (1954), 325-30, 585-94
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up a new community, a community relatively unencumbered
with the accretions of the past in customs, in clearly assigned
functions, and in the sheer accumulated physical parapher-
nalla of life Their insight is fortified by an elegantly drawn
analogy with some modern community studies, in which they
are able to compare a housing development which began its
existence well planned and smoothly worked out with one,
more analogous to fronter conditions, where little was ade-
quately prearranged and many serious problems of commu-
nity life confronted the first settlers Thetr findings suggest
that palitical Mife can be altered not by the "frontier” in the
narrow and constricted sense of that term, but by the whole
process of moving and resettling, common to America from
the seventeenth century onward, and of forming new com-
munities The fmportant factors are the new community, the
sudden confrontaton of its settlers with a mass of new, un-
anticipated problems, the presence of a relatively homo-
geneous population (not necessarily in the ethnic sense, but
in the sense that it is not highly stratified in wealth and
Etatus), and finally the lack of a firmly developed pre-existing
structure of leadership To imagine the relevant factors at
work, one has to imagine a type of community the authors
believe came into formation over and over again in the Narth-
west one which had at first to work and survive, somehow,
without hospitals, churches, schools, and courts, and in which
the functions of the policeman, the Judge, the priest, the poli-
tclan, the teacher had to be improvised and shared, and in
which many citizens were called upon to make new decisions,
assume new functions, and develop the capacity to lead, to
solve problems arlsing from brigands, Indians, plagues,
locusts, droughts, fires Then, In a second stage, when a
new kind of leader and a mew kind of community morale
has been created, ape must follow the same personnel into
the perfod of developing town life Now the emergence of
market agriculture, the search for adequate transportation
and credit, the possibilities of land speculation, the avenues
of manfpulation, appeasement, and accommoadation, the
whole atmasphere of small-town enterprise, give a serleg of
TEW Opportunities to the alert citizenry that has been called
fato being by the processes of first settlement. The authorg
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suggest that this happened more readily in the Northwest
than in the Southwest—here the rigid environmentalism of
Turner goes by the board—because planter capitalism in the
latter region provaided a much firmer and less fluid leadership
structure, because the courthouse-clique system of govern-
ment could more easily be transferred westward from the
older South, and because certain regional simplicities and cer-
tain features of the plantation economy limit and curtail the
second stage of town enterprise. The characteristics of North-
western development are not here wholly absent, and they
manifest themselves in several similanties of political tone;
but the substance 1s different

Looking, as a kind of postscript, at the frontier of Massa-
chusetts Bay, Elkins and McKtrick find that here, even where
a firm leadership structure did exist, it was subjected, whether
prumarily because of the migratory process itself or because
of the frontier or some interaction between the two, to tre-
mendous strains, which resulted in serious modifications,
even in the first generation On the local basis, under the
stress of the town’s multiple concerns, secular, religious, civil,
and military, expanded roles opened for almost everyone. The
forms of democracy had indeed been brought in the Susan
Constant and the Mayflower, but since democracy, being more
than a matter of forms, is a matter of experlence, it 1s essen-
tial to look at the modifications that were made.?

1Tt is instructive to read Sumner Chilton Powell's remarkable
study of an early New England town, with an ear to its echoes
of the Elkins-McKitrick categories. “Each town, each leader,
was on his own ., the differences between his own experiences
and those of Englishmen who had been living in distinctly differ-
ent types of English towns . . special authorira*i-ns to meet
distinct, often new social problems . a commumty which was
active, militant, and demanding on its members . many sur-
prises in store for him .. to be able to blend these contrasting
backgrounds into a new whole . Neither his status mor his
privileges in his new society remamed as clearly defined as it
had been 1n the old borough . accomplishing a virtual sociel
revolution in the systems of soc:al and economic status of each
community . . . a broad base of responsible citizens . . an
amalgam of English institutional influences, as well as new solu-
tlons to new problems .. More than 650 orders, ‘agreed by the
town,” were passed in this period, a staggering number compared
with the legislative activities of the Suffolk [England] borough

experimenting in government and law, imposing a type of
local justice by mutual agreement of all concerned . . The
townsmen had to change or abandon almost every formal in-
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There are, of course, certaln Umitations on this way of
getting at the problem, though they hardly affect the funda-
mental purpose of the authors, which was to find a way of
translating Turner's general assertions about the West and
democracy into a set of testable propositions Like Turner,
Flkins and McKitrick do not seek to go outside the self-Hmiting
framework of American uniqueness to answer questions about
the character of democracy as such And even within the
American framework, thelr Interest is in local democracy To
what extent is the central achievement of the United States—
that of uniting what is virtually a continental area under
stable representative institutions—accounted for by these
forays into local government? Is local democracy the source
of democracy in the federal government or vice versa, or are
the relations slmply reciprocal? Many writers have pointed
out that, for all that we may acknowledge about the Mimita-
tions of democracy, this natfon is and has long been more
consistently democratic at its center, in its national govern-
ment, than it is on its varying and heterogenous peripheral
elements, its states and localines This is true partly because
the conduct of the national government, under modern con-
ditions, 18 much more visible and salient for the citizenry than
local government, and partly because the two-party system,
which does not really exist in many states and localities, does
come into play at the national level. Here it may be that the
authors have deferred more than one would wish to that piety
ahout local management which is one of the primary features
of American agrarianism Finally, I have some reservations
about “partictpation,” beyond voting, as the fundamental test.
They can hardly be developed here, but they may be suggested
by referring to David Granick’s remark concerning partictpa-
tion In Soviet “democracy” that it “consists in participation in
everything except basic decision-making ™ To me it seems
that in great modem centralized democracles, direct partici-
pation in povernment (outside of small local matters) be-

stitation which they had taken for inmted, They made a
staggering number of changes ey constructed gx entirely
bow type of town " Puritan Village The Formation of a New
Erngland Toun (1985: Anchor ed., xg65), 3, 4, 13, 18, a0, 28, 73,
107, 1123, 118, 179, 143, 179, 1819

2 The Red Executipe (1580), 196
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comes a hopeless criterion of the efficacy of democratc
institutions.

Some confirmation for the Elkins-McKitrick categories at
the local level, particularly on the counts of social homo-
geneity, multiple leadership, and versatility and adaptability
of function in the face of new conditions, emerges from the
intensive study by Merle Curti and his associates of the life of
a Wisconsin frontier county in the period from the 1850 to
the 1870's.® Setting aside the effort to elaborate Turmer's
“brilliant and far-ranging but often ambiguous presentations”
in favor of a detailed study of frontier life, Curti emerged
with a general picture that might have pleased Turner and
would probably not have surpnised hum. It might be disturbing
to literal-minded Turnerans that Curti found more democ-
racy in Trempealeau County 1n the 1870’s than in the two
previous decades—that is, as it moved away from its pristine
frontier condition. It might also be disturbing that the distri-
bution "of property in a frontier rural county so closely re-
sembled that of certain nonfrontier rural counties chosen for
comparison. But on the whole, in the openness, fluidity,
mobulity, optimism, and fundamentally democratic ethos that
it found, the Trempealeau County study gave some body and
substance to the Turnenan picture of the agricultural frontier,
not too literally construed.

In sum, we can clarify our search for the validity of
Turner’s views on the place of the frontier in the making of
democracy if we bear in mind that his concern was with the
extent to which America is unique or differentiated, and also
that he was interested not so much in the basic institutional
forms upon which democracy rests as in the formation of the
particular activist, egalitarian spirit that seems clearly to have
prevailed in the United States. Turner was most vitally in-
terested in, and most sound on, the atmospherics of American
democracy. The idea that frontier expectations and problems
made a distinctive contribution in this respect still seems
valid, so long as it is not permitted, in the interest of our
pursuit of uniqueness, to obscure our institutional and intel-
lectual borrowings (of America from England, of the West
from the East); or to cause us to neglect, in our concern for

8 The Mahing of an American Community (1959).
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popular attitudes, the institutional requirements of democ-
racy, or to overlook the fact that democracy must be a na-
tional as well as a local reality Finally, I believe there is an
unfilled gap in the thought of the Turnerians that promises
that further inquiry will be rewarding It is easy to believe
them when they tell us that the frontier process greatly
spurred democratic feeling and developed, so to speak, the
talents of democracy But Tumner falled to solve what may be
called the problem of cultural transmission Most Americans
lived where there had been a frontler, but only a very small
minority actually lived on a frontler or Hved through the fron-
ter process themselves In what ways and to what extent was
the experence of the frontier era, and its generation of actual
ploneers, transmitted as a live social foree to thelr descendants
and successors? How wasg its characteralogical residue pre-
served? In what ways and to what extent were its effects
trangmitted to the large body of those back east who were
remote from the fronter all their lives and who did not even
have any family history or Jegend through which to be exposed
to its influence? When such questions have been given more
attention, we will no doubt know a great deal more about
America, but I suspect that in the attempt to answer them
our gense of the impact of the frontler as a democratc force
will have been cut down to size

1v

What of the fdea that the frontler promoted individual-
ism? It is doubtful that Turner was as troubled as he could
have been by the baffling complexities of this term There are
at least four senses in which it can be used First, a culture
may be called tndividualistic {f it offers favorable conditions
for the development of personal assertiveness and ambition,
encourages material aspiration, self-confidence, and aggres-
sive morale, offers multiple opportunities for advancement
and encourages the will tg seize them Second, it may indicate
the absence of mutuality or of common and collective effort,
In a soclety that supposedly functions almost a# a conglom-
erate of individual atoms Third, it may deslgnate a more or
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less formal creed 1n which private action is at a premium and
governmental action 1s condemned—as a synonym, in short,
for laissez faire. Finally—and I believe this usage can be
quite misleading—it may be used as though it were synony-
mous with mdivaiduality, that is, with a high tolerance
for deviance, eccentricity, nonconformmty, privacy, and dis-
sent.

Turner certainly used “individualism” in the first three
of these four meanings; though I am unsure whether he ever
meant to convey also the last of them, it is very likely that this
sense of the term was read into him by some of his followers.
In the first sense of the term, having to do with morale and
creative energy, it seems to me that Turner was entirely right
in his claims for the frontier, and that an overwhelmmng mass
of evidence, all of 1t, to be sure, impressionistic, argues for
Ins case. There is hardly an observer of the United States dur-
ing the nineteenth century who did not notice the hard, ener-
getic, pushing materialism of the Americans, their ready nose
for opportunities, their extraordinary exertions in the pursuit
of them; and those who knew the West tended to find these
qualitzes developed there to their highest pitch The only qual-
ification one might wish to enter here is that the phenomenon,
however highly developed on the frontier, was not developed
there alone, and that it is likely to be found in any country or
region where there is rapid economic development under con-
ditions of freedom. Like democracy, indivaidualism was brought
to the frontier.

Moreover, the applicability of the second and third of
these senses of the term does not follow automatically
from the first. It seems clear that Turner was talking about
individualism as a more or less formal creed concerning the
proper uses of government when he said that the farmers of
the Mississippi Valley began by believing in individualism but,
having found their democracy endangered by unrestncted
competition, turned away from it to demand regulatory social
legislation. Again he describes the pioneer as “umpatient of
any governmental restriction upon his individual right to deal
with the wilderness.” More characteristically, and in numer-
ous passages, Turner speaks simply about the enormous as-
sertiveness of Western culture, its resistance to any kind of
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control At one point frontler individualism is defined simply
as “antipathy to contral” and is even characterized as being
~antisoclal” though on the same page it is credited with
having “promoted democracy” Again “Individualism in
America has allowed a laxity in regard to governmental affairs
which has rendered possible the spoils system and all the
manifest evils that follow from the lack of a highly developed
civie spirit *

Finally, in the third sense, society appears almost to
lack solidarity, mutuality, or comity the frontiersman, we
are told at one pofnt, knew how to preserve order and was
ready to camhine ad hoc, even illegally, to do it. “But the in-
dividual was not ready to submit to complex regulations
Society became atomic The individual was exalted and
given free play ~ In another passage Tumer says, defining the
“ideal of individualism,” that the democratic frontler society
was not like a disciplined army where the collective interest
destroyed individual will and work. “Rather it was a mobile
mass of freely circulating atoms, each secking its own place
and finding play for its own powers and for its own original
fnitiative " Elsewhere we are told that this was “not a camplex,
highly differentiated and organized soclety Almost every fam-
1ly was a self-sufficing unit. ™

The conception that early Western America was com-
mitted to individualitm as an economic creed will no longer
bear examination. Guy S Callender, one of Turner's conter-
poraries, long ago pointed out that “this country was one of
the first to exhibit this modern tendency to extend the activity
of the State into industry ™ In fact it was the opening of the
West that spurred state promotion of enterprise by creating
the need for transportation and other works of internal im-
provement that the resources of private capital could not
manage Although many Americans had constitutional and
political objections to the national government as a promo-

4 Frontier, 203, 273, 307, 30, 33, 213, 208, 153, italics are mine.
$“The Early Transportation and Banking Enterprises of the
Statey in Relaton to the Growth of Corporations,” Quarterly
Journal of Economics, 17 (1902), 112 For a good brief review
of gome of the findings of modern scholarship on this count, see
Robert A. Lively, “The American System,” Business History Re-
view, 29 (1p35), Br~pb See also George R. Taylor, The Trans-
portation Revolution, 18r5-1860 (1gsi), chapter xvi,
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tional agency, very few had similar objections to seeing their
state and local governments act in this capacity. They devel-
oped an entirely pragmatic approach to governmental as
against private promotion which was expressed succinctly by
Lincoln: “The legitimate object of Government is to do for a
community of people whatever they need to have done but
cannot do at all or cannot do so well for themselves in their
separate or individual capacities.”

It is Turner’s account of the “atomic” character of the
frontier that has drawn most fire from writers,® who have in-
voked facts of frontier life that Turner knew well but tended
to subordinate rather drastically. The frontier experience, with
its new problems and its exceptional hardships, was a disci-
plinary experience, and it inspired a great many collective
efforts and fostered habits of mutual aid. The example of the
Mormons provides an extreme case of its organizing demands
Turner himself understood that the settlement of the South-
west, in which irrigation was essential, also imposed limits
upon mdividualistic action. But it remains true that the 1mage
of the lonely pioneer, or of the 1solated yeoman accompanied
only by his family, fills too large a part in the Turnerian picture,
and subordinates the official, the corporate, and the collective
aspects of settlement. The West was in large part explored by
men who were acting on commission from one or another arm
of government It was in good part settled under the well-
organized supervision of speculators, land companies, and
railroads—even Daniel Boone, that archetype of the solitary
pioneer, was an agent for a land company. A great deal of
westward migration took place in organized groups, moving
under a disciplinary code. Planters, for example, moved whole
plantation communities en bloc into the older Southwest of
the cotton boom. On exposed frontiers the necessity for mutual
protection against Indians or, on occasion, outlaws, was a
powerful force. Cooperative labor was a common feature in
log-rollings, house-raisings, and in the cattle roundup Trials
brought solidarity. men joined together to round up the
widow’s cattle, to plow the ground of a sick neighbor. The

8 Notably from Mody C. Boatright, “The Myth of Frontier Individ-
tllillism,” Southwestern Socia% Science Quarterly, az (1941),
32



PART O Frederick Jackson Turner 145

struggle against specujators and railroads and the demands of
squatters gave rise to claim assoctations and land assoclations,
then to movements Xke the Grangers, the Farmers Alliances,
and the Populists 7 In this sense Turner's belief that when the
farmers turmed from individualism to the collective demands
of Populism they had undergone a change in a htherto set
philosophy is debatable Private enterprise was always reg-
ulated when regulation was felt to be necessary and when
the forces of dissatisfaction mustered the necessary political
power

The Western population may have been, in Turner's
words, “impatient of restraint” when the restraint, coming
from outside their communities and their control, was seen to
be inimieal to their interests, but they subscribed to no creed
that prevented them from using governmental restraint to
protect these interests The frontiersmaun, in brief, was not
ideclogical about individualism, he left that to his romancers
Nor was his family altogether an atomistic unit, Frontier
social organization was a mixture of the famflial and the col-
lective, of the private and the governmental, whose devices
were arrived at through experience and at the dictates of ex-
pediency

Finally, there i3 the {ssue of individuality It is hard to
say whether Turner meant to argue that the frontier was a
nursery of individuality as well as individualism, and it is a
large question, not to be attermpted here, whether Individuality
flourished in nineteenthcentury America The prevailing view,
which stems from Toequeville, Tuns to the contrary Tocque-
ville was impressed by conformity, enforced by public pres-
Sures, as a basic and inescapable American trait. ¥f he was

——

¥ Charles Beard, slways a sharp critic of American “ndividual-
ism,” was amang thote who wers skeptical of this side of Turner'’s
work. “I knew in my youth pioneers in Indiana who had gone
into the country of my birth when it was & wilderness My early
memories are with the stories of log<cabin daya—of com-
munity helpfulness, of cooperation in buflding houses and barns,
in 8 C1oPpt, in buflding schools, in constructing roads
and bridges, in nursing the sick, In carng for widowy, orphans,
and the eged. Of individuals 1 heard much, of individugiism
little I doubt whether anywhere in the United Statet there was
more community spidt, more mutusl aid in times of need, 30
lttle cxpectation of materdal reward for services Tendered to
neighbors * “Turner’s “The Fronter in American History,’ ” 87-70
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right, and if we are to agree that the basic American traits
were forged on the frontier, we find ourselves in considerable
difficulty, which we can escape only by divorcing the two
terms, individualism and individuahty, as fully in our think-
ing as they are divorced in reality. The metropolis, with its
size, heterogeneity, and anonymty, enjoys a better reputation
for fostering privacy and respecting dissent than the country-
side or the small town;? though the hard-bitten rural inde-
pendent is a stereotype not unknown to our literature, and it
may offer a cue to an overlooked side of our life Individuahty
is a precious and fragile thing. Wherever we may conclude
that it was best fostered, it will be useful not to assirmlate 1t
to mdividualism—for it was individualism that generated the
agencies, and often the animating impulse, that made it pos-
sible to submerge the indivadual.

v

What is said on one side or another about individualism
serves only to remind us how much of the controversy over
Turner is a controversy, only half-articulated and yet very
thinly disguised, over values. On this count, historians are
arguing not just over what it was that went on in history, but
also, and perhaps primarily, how, in the light of what we wish
ourselves to be, we can most usefully think of ourselves as
having been in the past. Turner’s views of the American past
are linked on one side to a pastoral agrarian sentimentalism
which, however deeply native, however touching, and mdeed
however acceptable on some counts in its emotional commit-
ments, may be very misleading about the facts of settlement,
especially as one approaches the modern era. Again, there has
been a widespread sense that an excessive emphasis on the
frontier encourages American complacency, anti-intellectual-
ism, and anti-Europeanism, and finally that it undercuts the

8 “The pioneer,” writes one student of the West, “was most cer-
tainly an ill-mannered inguisitor, showing no respect for privacy
as he sought to ease the loneliness of his life and broaden his
cultural horizons with a few tidbits of information” Ray Allen
Billington, America’s Frontier Herltage (1966), 314.
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intellectuals’ function of social criticism Beyond doubt Turner
plctured the frontler in bright colors His disciples are quick
to answer that he somewhere mentioned almost every dark
aspect of frontler influence that his critics cite—but the point
is precisely here Turner mentioned them in passing, and
they have the position in his essays only of faint qualifications
in a full-throated paean to American virtues And while he was
admitting American cultural shortcomings, he was also at
bottom apologizing for them, partly on the old and famillar
ground of want of time for cultural achievement, partly on the
ground that they were a price well paid for the benefits of
the frontler herdtage The whole rationale, as George Pierson
has put it, suggested that America and art were perpetually at
odds “If his essays mean what they appear to mean, then
the doctrine is that we were most American just when we
were least cultivated.”

Lite most human achjevements, American development
was a mixed bag of tricks, and any conception that purported
to “explain” it might well have undertaken to account for the
quaiities that Turner's essays slight the highly commercial
character of western settlement, as of American society gen-
erally, the speculative spirit of the westward movement,
giving adequate attention not merely to the role of the large
land speculator but also to the gambling habits of the ord-
nary farmer, the careless, wasteful, and exploitative methods
of American agriculture, the hostility of farmers to *book
farming” and scientific improvement, the general waste of re-
sources and the desecration of natural beauty; the fatlure of
the free lands to produce a soclety free of landless laborers
and tenants, its developing class siratification, the rapacity
andmea.nne&ssooftentubefomdmthepetty capitalism of
the new towns, the canfarmist pressures of small-town Amer-
fca, West or East, the assauits on Individuality which must
be weighed against the individualism of which Turner spoke
80 highly, the crudeness and disorder, the Teadiness to commit
and willingness to tolerate violence, the frequent yuthlessness
of the fronter mind, to which Indlans, Spaniards, and Mexi-
cans could testify and which had its repeated reverberations
10 national policies, the arrogant, flimsy, and self-rightecus
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justifications of Manifest Destiny engendered by American ex-
pansionism, the smugness, provincialism, and cant anti-
intellectualism common to most of America but especially
keen in the West.

Then there was a kind of self-satisfied anti-Europeanism,
which Turner himself did not always quite escape. We may
find good grounds, of course, for taking some pride in the
American achievement of the nineteenth century, and they
have hardly diminished in our time, when we compare our po-
litical culture to that of Europe from 1918 to 1945. But we
must ask whether there cannot be too much of this pride and
above all whether it is useful to encourage Amencans to play
down the deficiencies of their culture or to think of themselves
not as a part of Western civilization or of the world commu-
nity but as a unique and self-contained society perpetually
marked off by the frontier tradition from the common fate of
modern societies Here Turner seems to have had no mis-
givings. It was with evident satisfaction that he wrote of
Andrew Jackson: “He had the essential traits of the Kentucky
and Tennessee frontier. It was a frontier free from the in-
fluence of European ideas and institutions. The men of the
“Western World’ turned their backs upon the Atlantic Ocean,
and with a grim energy and self-reliance began to build up a
soclety free from the dominance of ancient forms.” In his
essay of 1910 on “Pioneer Ideals and the State University,”
Turner found it possible to attribute this type of institution, in
which he put such high hopes, entirely to the ideals of pioneer
democracy and to avoid all reference to the European ideas
and models without which, in fact, it was unthinkable; to
avoid also all references to the anti-intellectual pressures
under which the middle western state universities so often
suffered and of which he was poignantly aware. In the same
essay he writes: “It is in the Middle West that society has
formed on lines least like those of Europe. It is here, if any-
where, that American democracy will make its stand against
the tendency to adjust to a European type.” And elsewhere:
“By this peaceful process of colonfzation a whole continent
has been filled with free and orderly commonwealths 50
quietly, so naturally, that we can only appreciate the profound
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significance of the process by contrasting it with the spread of
European nations through conquest and oppression ™
It seems Important to add that Turner’s tendency toward

intellectual isolationism was not paralleled in his polities, that
in his characteristically open way he embraced Wilsonian in-
ternationalism, and that by 1914 he made clear his approval
of states like Wisconsin for throwing off the American attitude
of “contemptuous indifference” to Furopean soclal legisladon
and beginning to study it.! But Turner’s personal politics,
once again, can hardly alter the underdying dynamic of the
frontler idea, its drive toward the conviction that America is
wholly original, uniquely virtuous, and self-sustaining, its sug-
gestion that Amerfca had not just made a contmbution to or
forged a varfation on democracy, but rather had a monopoly
of 1t

One is driven, in brief, to agree with Plerson's indictrnent
on the relevant counts when he characterizes the frontler
thesis as “too optimistic, too romantie, too provincial, and too
nationalistic to be relleble in any survey of world history or
study in comparative civilization ™ Other writers might well
have added “too conservative”—though this was perhaps part
of what Pierson had in mind when he spoke of optmism. Cer-
taluly among the considerations that weakened Turnedsm in
the minds of the post-depression generation was the fear that
if they applied the Turnenan insights in substantially the same
spirit in which Turner himself applied them, their sense, gs
historians, of the complexities of American history would be
dulled and their capacity as intellectuals to contdbute to na-
tional selfcriticism would be blunted

Quite inflammatory to many of Turner’s critics, T believe,
is the way in which the mytbology of the frontier is linked to
2 rugged, mascullne, overassertive vision of character which
15 increasingly seen to be hopeless of exnulation under modern
conditions and which fs felt to fmpose upon the modern Amer-
fcan a character ideal that s both Impossibly demanding and

1Tbid., agy Om lntellectual isolationism see Carlton J H, Ha
“The Americgn Frontiex—Frontier of What?* American Hhtof{:;i
» 51 (1946), 185-216, and Smith, Virgin Land, chapter
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deeply flawed The mind of the modern American intellectual
is nothing if not self-doubting and self-critical, and it is asked
by the frontier mythology to live with the humihating contrast
between the imperfect thing it knows it is and the almost
superhuman figure of the individualist pioneer. And make
no mistake about it: though Turner was a gentle and modest
man and his personal politics were pre-eminently Apollonian
in tone, humane, and moderately progressive i substance, his
version of the frontier cannot easily be dissociated from the
heavy, menacing image of rugged individualism and frontier
hardihood

Consider how Turner portrays his piloneer, lis fron-
tiersman. Except in matters of art and thought, he 15
all but omnicompetent, an almost monstrous archetype of
aggressive masculinity. He is “independent,” he shows all too
readily his “love of wilderness freedom,” and he is endowed
with “stalwart and rugged qualities.” He has “coarseness and
strength,” a “practical, inventive turn of md,” “a masterful
grasp of material things,” and at the same time “that buoyancy
and exuberance which comes with freedom.” He has expe-
nienced many “hardships and pmivadons” in his Iife on the
frontier, but they have only called out “the militant qualities ”
He “looks at things independently,” with “buoyant self-con-
fidence and self-assertion,” addresses himself to life with
“energy, incessant activity,” he ‘“contends for mastery,”
“builds empires,” leads “a conquest over vast spaces,” show-
ing, all the while, “creative vision, restless cnergy, a quick
capacity for judgment and action,” which may well have been
honed to its keenness of edge by his “fight with nature for the
chance to exist.” The frontier has given him “a training m
aggressive courage, in domination, in directness, 1n destruc-
tiveness,” and one need hardly be surprised to find him
“masterful and wasteful,” a thing of “rude strength and wil-
ful achievement.” Yet at the same time this man is an idealist,
who “dreams dreams and beholds visions,” a force in the
“belligerent Western democracy,” who has “rebelled against
the conventional,” who is “conscious of the mobility of
his society and glories in it.” His is not, then, “the dull
contented materfalism of an old and fixed society.” But
his idealism has not the least softened him, since his so-
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clety is rather like a Darwinian battleground, an arena of
rigarous and demanding competition, and he 1s “the self-made
man who, in the midst of opportunity under competitive con-
ditions achieved supexority ” “From this soclety came
the triumph of the strongest the prizes were for the
keenest and strongest.” “He hanored the men whose ey2 was
the quickest and whose grasp was the strongest in this con-
test it was ‘every one for himself '™

After such fathers, what sons? Indeed, what sons can
there be? As if the traits were not demanding encugh, Turner's
$magery adds to the provocativeness of these frontier demands
The West 1s portrayed in feminine imagery she is shaggy
and wild, it is true, but also generous, abundant, receptive
When the men of Europe came, she “took them to her bosom,”
taught them and trained them in her ways, “opened new prov-
inces, and dowered new democracies with her material
treasures ~ She bore great sons Jeferson, Jackson, and Lin-
caoln She gave her men wealth and power “vaster than the
wealth and power of kings™ but at the same time ghe nourished
the “unhappy and oppressed of all lands ™ “Great and power-
ful as are the new sons of her loins, the Republic is greater
than they ” After this it is not surprising to be reminded, con-
ternimp the mmen she reared, that “the rifle and the ax are the
symbols of the backwoods ploneer ™ As the ploneer shoots and
hacks his way across the virgin continent, it is natural to
expect, too, that the prizes go to “the heenest and the strong-
est"—that they take “the best bottom lands, the finest timber
tracts, the best salt-springs, the richest ore-beds™ It is all
rather overbearing, and it is again not surprising that the
modern intellectual sons of such fathering have been in such
haste to rise up and kill the frontier image that they have at
times trampled upon what {5 good and uwsable fn Tumerism

2 Frontler, 15, 18, a3, a9, 37. 65, 70, 78, 153, 154, 209, alo, 211,

214, 249, 256, 2613, 264, 270, 171, I ha
248 63 70, 271, 355 ve changed a few of

31hd., 267, 268, a7z
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VI

I have spoken of the important and usable core of truth
in Turner’s ideas, but thus far have delineated criticisms with
which in the main I agree It remains then to say what this
core of truth consists in. It goes well beyond our common
awareness that Turner was the first historizan to see clearly
the importance of the West and to insist upon its adequate
recognition, thus breaking in on the fraternal dialogue of the
coastal historians with a fresh voice. Turner’s merit hangs in
part upon the fact that he was the first, at least among the in-
fluential historians, to understand thoroughly that if the dis-
tinctive American pattern and the Amencan character are
worth understanding at all they have to be understood not
alone in the familiar terms of the old narrative history, but
terms of repetitive sociological processes, and that to under-
stand these processes the historlan must lean upon the dis-
tinctive types of insight that economists and sociologists bring
to historical development. Turner saw many of the features
of what was literally an open society, a society with a growth
before it that was patently irresistible. It rests upon his per-
ception of the intangibles, of the psychological and moral
effects of the West, its role in orienting the American mind
toward space and expansion, giving 1t a different cast and
direction from the European mind with its deeper roots in
time and its higher fixity; its role in underwriting Amencan
confidence, optimism, and adaptability; the way in which it
peopled the American imagination with a whole gallery of
hero types, and above all of herces who were not, so to speak,
chivalric or operatic but recruited from the ranks of the com-
mon people—the explorer, the prospector, the trapper and the
hunter, the Indian-fighter, the cowboy, the covered-wagon
pioneer, the Western farmer. Turner incorporated into history-
writing an understanding that in the receding and lamented
past the American frontier was different: that in the Euro-
pean complex a frontier was a border, a boundary, a limita-
tion, a place that is costly to defend, and where one might be
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called upan to die, whereas in America the frontier was the
edge of the new and unused, a source of opportunity, a place
where one might earn a reputation or a fortune

But there is still more than this to be gaid for him many of
his substantive assertions will have their durability Here it is
important to remember that not all the returns are in, that
the work of discovery still goes on, each of the past several
decades has been marked by some new turning in the course
of historlcal thought, there I8 good reason to helieve that this
process will be continued, that in its course some old ideas
will be revived, and some recent ones will prove not very
viable after all

A case in point 18 the history of the safety-valve thesis,

which seerus to me to be central for our continued interest in
Tumnerism. The safety-valve idea, one of the first of the
Turnerlan notlons to inspire detailed new research, prodded
an avalanche of criticism from the early 1930’s onward, and
about ten years ago most historlans would have agreed that
it was dead or dylng In recent years it has been redefined
and I believe quite effectively resuscitated. This may paint to
@ moral, but more than that, it points to a vital process on
which the viability of the Turner thesis may in the end de-
pend There is a certaln irony in this though I belleve the
idea of a Western safety valve for Eastern discontents was im-
plicit in a great deal of what Turner wrote, there are in his
writings only a few relatively brief and casual passages in
which he explicitly formulated it, and it has often been
thought for this reason to rank amoug his suggestive throw.
aways It is also one of s ideas that is perhaps less dis-
tinctively his, insofar as more of the forerunners of Turnar.
{sm anticipated the safety-valve {dea than any other aspect of
his thought. The idea that the frontler was an outlet for the
laboring class has been an idea of nternational consequence,
having played an important part in the answer to the haunt-
ing question of Werner Sombart, 8o vital to Marxian theorlsts
Warum gibt es in den Vereinigten Staaten keinen’ Sozialis.
mus? Turner, in his 18g3 es8ay and elsewhere, seems to have
thought of the frontler as a safety valve mainly for the farmer.
In 1901 he spoke of “the farther free lands to which the ruineci
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pioneer could turn.” In due course, however, he added the
worker. “Whenever social conditions tended to crystallize in
the East,” he wrote, “whenever capital tended to press upon
lIabor or political restraints to impede the freedom of the mass,
there was this gate of escape to the free conditions of the
frontier. . . . Men would not accept inferior wages and a per-
manent position of social subordination when this promised
land of freedom and equality was theirs for the taking.™

‘When historians began to criticize the safety-valve idea,
they tended at first to focus their fire upon this notion of a
safety valve for labor discontent. Systematic study of migra-
tion produced strikingly little evidence of working-class mi-
gration to the West. It was also easy to show that workers
were least able to move during periods of depression and un-
employment, or that, quite aside from the lack of farming
skills among most urban workmen, the costs of removal to
the West, the acqusition of land and equipment, were pro-
hibitive. Some writers pointed to explosive episodes in the
history of labor as evidence that the safety valve was not
letting off enough steam. It was also useful for Fred A.
Shannon, in an article confidently titled “A Post-Mortem on
the Labor-Safety-Valve Theory,” to point to the characteristic
net migration of the surplus farm population to the cities and
to argue that for the period after 1860 the fast-growing cities
of the United States and the proliferation of industry actually
provided a safety valve for discontent in the rural population
Shannon went so far as to say that the free lands did not even
act as an indirect safety valve by attracting eastern farmers
who might otherwise have gone into the labor force.

The safety-valve idea, however, has benefited in recent
years from the post-war concern with economic growth among
economic histonians.* The new safety-valve theorists find most
previous formulations and criticisms alike irrelevant. It did
not matter, they say, whether very few Eastern workmen went
west to take up farms, or that the frontier did not prevent
Panics, unemployment, farm tenancy, or occasional labor un-
rest. The heart of the problem is elsewhere: did the West have

4 Frontier, 21-2, 148, 259, cf. 274-5.

5For the relevant literature see th afety velve
in the Bibliographical Essay © section on the sately
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an effect on Eastern wage rates, on the level of per capita
income, on the development of class consciousness and union-
1sm? Here they arrive at a view of the effects of the free lands
tather Uke Turner's The vole of the West, as they see it, was
a many-sided thing, involving not merely new lands for
farmers but new resources of every kind—forests, ofls, min-
erals—for exploitation, for investment that created mnew
mines, mills, and factories, new towns and citles The labor-
ing force for this development had to come from somewhere
So also did the middle classes, the small property owners, pro-
fesslonals, promoters, investors A mew social order was
springing up, quite open to talents, and it was the hope and
energy and resourcefulness primed by this that made the land
so rapldly exploitable and yielded a population of such striking
vocational versatility and innovative genius A tremendous
social flnidity of the kind pointed to by Turner was engendered
by this process Cities, fortunes, reputations~—not just farms
—were built in the West, and if nothing else the West thus
served as a great social safety valve for the Amercan middle
class, enlarging its opportunities, preventing its proletariani-
zatlon, sustaining its morale

Here too a bastc anomaly in American economic develop-
ment has to be considered The usual situation in countries
undergoing industrialization is that a more or less static or
perhaps even a declining agricultural sector feeds its surplus
laboring population into industry It {s most unusual to find a
very rapid industrial expansion going on simultanecusly with
a considerable growth both in the productive efficiency and
the sheer bulk of the agricultural sector of the economy, and
yet this is what happened in the United States (During the
great spurt of American industrialization that took place from
1860 to 1900, land in farms more than doubled and the num-
ber of those gainfully employed in agriculture increased by
elmost one half ) Again, where most undeveloped countries
are likely to offer an abundance of labor in conjunction with
scarce capital and limited resources, the United States had a
scarcity both of capital and labor but, thanks to its developing
inland empire, abundant land and resources Nineteenth-
century Europe, by providing a high level of demand far Amer-
ican staples, sustained prolonged spurts of rapld economic
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growth, for which Europe was also able to supply capital and
immigrant labor. The resources of the American intenor were
not only lavishly abundant but prime in quality, and were ex-
ploited with an intensely progressive technology, with the con-
sequence that the labor applied to them was high in pro-
ductivity. Constant expansion into new areas, as George G.
S. Murphy and Arnold Zellner have put it, kept feeding
new “slabs” of rich resources mto the more developed sectors
of the economy, keeping wage rates high, and sustaining the
nineteenth century’s highest level of per capita income and
highest rate of increase in per capita income. Technological
innovation, stimulated by labor scarcity but also by the fluid-
1ty of the whole American situation (Stanley Lebergott speaks
aptly of “the reckless adaptiveness of the American labor
force”), joined with a growing stock of capital and a series of
successive rich frontiers to underwrite the high-wage econ-
omy. Labor received a higher proportion of the payments to
the various factors of production than was common else-
where, and American real wages were unmatched While high
wages alone do not always suffice to prevent the growth of
class-consciousness (as a comparison with Australia, another
high-wage economy, will show), they did here create an im-
portant material foundation. At the same time the mobility
and optimism engendered by American expansion and the
opportunities offered by the West probably did their share to
deprive the working class of solidarity and even to strip it of
many potential leaders Cntics of the safety-valve idea had
argued that the West, by helping to draw millions of imml-
grants to the country, so increased the labor force that by
raising supply it undid whatever its expansive processes con-
tributed to raising demand. But it would be an unenviable task
to try to prove that the West stimulated as much supply of
labor as it did demand for 1t, and it is undeniable that Amer-
ican real wages always enjoyed a substantial margin over
those of the Old World. Moreover, as recent writers point out,
a laboring population, supplied by immigrants from low-wage
or peasant areas with relatively modest aspirations, came in
at the bottom of the social order, taking the poorest jobs and
pushing their native predecessors upward in the job huer-
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archy and also in the ethnic status hierarchy Hence the pecu-
Haritles of American development, to which the West con-
tributed, created a builtdn status elevator, whose eifects
can be seen in the ethnic and craft snobberles and the long-
divided organizational pattern of American labor At the
bottom of the systern was an immigrant and unskilled labor
force, poor and exploited, no doubt, but collecting wages that
usually equaled and frequently surpassed thefr European ex-
pectations and experiences At the top was a skilled native
labor force, privileged with the best jobs, basically middle
class in its psychology and often in its style of Hving, and
upwardly mobile

Not only has the safety-valve effect thus been re-argued
but some historians and sociologists, predded in part by a con-
cern with Turner’s categories, have gone on to related insights
which, insofar as they are at odds with Tumner's ideas, rather
extend and Incorporate than contradict them This is particu-
larly true of several writers who bave concerned themselves
with the general phenomenon of mobility, thelr work sug-
gests that the frontier process can be considered as a special
instance of the much more general process of constant move-
ment and migration ® In the picture these writers draw, the
United States emeryes a2 @ vast arena for movement of all
kinds—not fust from the East to the frontler but from Europe
to America, from South to North, from farm to farm, from
farm to city, from city to city, from city to suburb, and from
house to house Turner saw clearly that the fronter was an
important stimulus to all this, and his own writing has in its
way been an equally fmportant stimulus to investigation
Turner, as Elkins and McKitrick have remarked, “did, after
all, represent the first major effort—after Tocqueville—to deal
with motion ag a basic cultural fact in American life ™ But
what the recent writers have seen is that Turner, by focusing
attention so sharply on the frontier, fell short of explolting its
more general significance, and they are also more keenly

61 do not mean to suggest here that Turner’s work was the sole
stimulus to an interest in mobility among historians, or even
necessarily the most important one. But gmong our major his-
torlans he was susely the first to have aroused an interest in it
7 “Institutions in Motion,® American Quarterly xa (1580), 188
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aware that the American habit of movement has continued
in full force even after the disappearance of the frontier.? As
recently as 1950 about three quarters of the nation’s city
people were living in places where they had not resided in
1940. The movement stirred by the Second World War may
have made this an exceptional decade, but the pattern is only
slightly exaggerated. One is impressed, for example, to learn
that in 1940 the average American farm had been in the same
hands for only twelve years. Or that at age fifty nearly two out
of five native Americans have set up residence outside their
state of birth——a figure which, of course, takes no measure of
the intrastate movement. In recent times the normal pattern
has been for one 1n five Americans to move from one house to
another within each year, and for one in fourteen to migrate
from one county to another. Again, as Elkins and McKitrick
have pointed out, it is not only individuals that have moved
but institutions, and one of the conditions for the survival of
institutions has been their transportability; one of the facts in
their development has been the necessity of changing when
transplanted in order to meet new conditions. The large num-
ber of adaptable voluntary organizations illustrates this proc-
ess—replaceable parts, more or less identical in their mode
of procedure no matter what town they are found in (the
Lions, the Rotary, the Kiwanis); so also do the innumerable
secular functions taken over by the churches. But of course
individuals too are both selected and affected by the migratory
process, in ways that have not yet been fully explored. The
great imagmative book on American movement has not yet
been written. What will it reveal about the effects of move-
ment on the family—on the breakup of extended kinship
groups, the limitation of size in the nuclear family; or about
the pattern of American sociability, or our ways of conform-
ity, our superficial human relationships, our rootlessness, our
carelessness about newly acquired surroundings that Amerl-
cans can only regard as temporary? What will it tell us about
the pattern of our nationalism, or our status hierarchy?

e

81In fact the proporton of native-born Americans living in states
other than that of their birth has actually nisen in recent decades
over the level at which it was in 1850. Stanley Lebergott, Man-
power in Economic Growth (1964), 17.
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Such considerations not culy suggest that much of the
Turner thesls can be salvaged but also point to some of the
necessary modifications in its form But let it be clear that in
enumerating some of them we are, for the most part, working
with familiar elements that can be found in Turner Tumer
was not rigorous, but he was c¢lrcumspect, a Turner disciple
is very likely to rise up and argue, with documentation on each
count, that the master had anticipated all these points How-
ever, even if we are working entirely with colors that can be
found somewhere on Turner’s palette, the paint is that we are
dropping some, toning some down, intensifying and recom-
bining others, so thet the resulting picture, for all the simi-
larity of its elements, is quite different from his

First, I think we must get away from the immediate post-
Darwinian frame of mind with its slmple categories of man
and environment, and consider the whole process of movement
in terms of institutions, habits, and ideas This will help us to
accept the fact that democracy and individualism—however
we are precisely to define them—had to be brought to the
frontier before they could be developed or intensified there
We must abandon the narrow, primitivist conception of the
“frontier” as the cutting edge of soclety where it impinges
upon the wilderness—it will be too difficult to balance many
social explanations on that fine edge—and think rather of the
great West in 1ts relation to American economic developroent.
We must, in short, sacrifice some of the romance of the fron-
tier to our sense of the great American bonanza We must
give up—at least for the moment—the attractive figure of the
cmnicompetent ploneer with his rifie and his ax as our central
actor (we can put him back i later, but he will then fall into
his proper marginal place), and accept the fact that the Amer-
lcan farmer was a little capitalist, often by necessity a rather
speculative one, operating in the new and uncertain Western
world along with big capitalists ke the land speculator and
the rafiroader We must not forget or unduly subordinate the
Tole of speculation In Western development Nor can we think
of this development simply as an Internal American phenome-
non it must be portrayed in connection with the international
market for staples and the international flow of capital and
labor We must give up the excessively agricultural and rural
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overtones of the thesis as Turner usually stated 1t,® and remem-
ber that the rapid emergence of Western towns and cities, with
their open, breezy, petty-capitalist atmosphere, were just ag
much a part of the Western story as agriculture and free land.
We must think of the West as a magnificent area for the rapid
expansion of middle-class society, and remember that the
“proneer” went westward not to be a self-sufficient yeoman but
to find a stronger position i the market, not to hive forever in
a log cabin or a sod house but to build as soon as possible a
substantial frame house, not to enjoy a primitive or wilderness
environment but to recreate for himself the American standard
of living as he had seen it in the East, and finally, not to
forge a utopian egalitarian society but to re-enact the social
differences of the older world—with himself now closer to the
top. We must do apenly what Turner has been criticized for
domg implicitly: understand that the West meant not just free
land but the whole glorious natural abundance of interior
America, its resources of all kinds, including timber, coal, oil,
minerals; and that the westward movement involved the con-
quest of these resources and their incorporation into the
machinery of American capitalism. We must get away from
the excessive and parochial Midwestern bias and remember
that if the frontier process was effective, it ought to have been
effective from the days of first colonial settlement, when there
was still more frontier and there were fewer people. We must
remember that the “Valley of Democracy” had no monopoly
on democracy. We must get away from the defeatist over-
tones of the frontier idea—the notion that democracy and
opportunity are so closely linked with the frontier process
that the end of free land represents a disastrous major
break in history—and contemplate the situation of coun-
tries like England whose democracy developed without bene-
fit of an internal frontier. As students of the open society,
we must consider what modern sociological inquiry seems to

? Not always, as urban society formed, Turner once wrote, there
were “mfill sites, town sites, transportation lines, banking centers,
openings in the law, in politics—all the varied chances for ad-
vancement afforded in a repidly developing society where every-
thing was open to him who knew how to seize the opportunity.”
Frontier, a71-1a.
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find, that the processes of industrial organizaton yleld a rate
of social mobility that is no smaller, perhaps notably larger,
than that of the old agrarian soclety We may do well to drop
all thetorical formulations which suggest that we have found
a way either of ruling out alternative explanations or of meas-
uring intangibles against each other—like the statement that
the frontler "explains” American development—or the subtle
but provocative intellectual demagoguery Involved in asser-
ticms about “the really American part of our history ” Finally,
the process of Western development will fall into its proper
place if we develop alternative perspectives on American hs-
tory and simply consider the frontier process in its relation to
these other factors, instead of making futile clatms for its
“importance” ag against theirs

If these other factors are not neglected, the role of the
frontier will fall fnto its proper place No historlan who wants
to explain American development or American institutions will
want to neglect the fundamentally Protestant character of
American goclety in its formative phases and indeed through-
out its histary, with all this implies about its dissenting bias,
its preference for lay government, its occasional antinomian-
ism, and its penchant for the diffusion of authority cutside of
a carefully structured hierarchy. Nor will he, without neces-
sarily embracing all of Max Weber's debatable thesis about
the Protestant ethic, fail to consider the possible role of the
Protestant dynamic and Protestant economic morale—a con-
sideration which may rise in his estimation i he compares the
development of the United States with that of Latin America
Neither will he overlook the postfendal and nonfeudal in-
hedtance of the country, nor forget how much of the heavy
welght of feudal apparatus was lost In the Atlantic crossing,
nor how little the feudal cast of mind survived among the
American upper classes, nor how the corresponding reaction
of the middle and lower classes lost In milltancy and acerbity
He will, in this respect, think of America as a country that has
had patrician leadership but not ardstocratic domination He
may wish to consider the effects of selective migration—not
merely in the sense that dukes and bishops did not emigrate
and that the American population drew mainly upon the
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middle and lower orders of Europe, but also in the less demon-
strable sense that, since millions more suffered from one form
or another of malaise and oppression than actually removed
themselves, there may have been some selection by psychologi-
cal as well as social type, with America receiving more than its
share of the exceptionally restless, the exceptionally bold, the
cranky and the intractable He will not want to stress the forest
environment to the extent of minimizing the English political
heritage or English political thought, nor try to write of the
American mind without reference to Locke and the whole tra-
diion of English Whiggery and English radicalism. The
causes and consequences of the mational birth trauma, the
Revolution, will not shrink in his estimation of American
habits, nor will they easily be wrenched out of their Atlantic
context and absorbed into the wilderness. The legalistic, mod-
erate, nonregicidal, and largely nonterronstic character of the
American Revolution will interest him, as well as its impact,
through confiscation and emigration, on the class structure,
and its important quickening of democratic tendencies. He
will concern himself with the ongins of the two-party system,
in which Americans pioneered, and the early development of a
pattern of legitimate oppositon He will surely want to take
account of the peculiarities of American federalism, which at
once made it possible to organize a veritable continent under
one political and economic roof and at the same time 1mposed
certain rigorous limitations upon the political system. When
he deals with American politics and with the development of
this federal system, slavery and race will still loom very large
in his account, and not simply for what they tell about the
foreground of our history-—the Old South, the Civil War, Re-
construction, and indeed the racial agitation of recent years—
but also for what they tell us about the dark background and
the deeper recesses of the American conscience. Concentration
on the vastness of the fronter will not cause him to forget
what was once the vastness of the oceans, or that the United
States had not only free land but free security; that isolation
from the European centers of power, compounded by Europe’s
own internal divisions and our ability to exploit them, made it
possible to maintain American security and advance American
ends with the expenditure of only a fraction of what the older
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nations had to expend and within the framework of a civilian
mentality, and that our earlier natonal objectives were Te-
alized at the cost of weak or distracted opposition from In-
dians, Mexicans, Spaniards, the British only when they were
locked in a death-grip with Napoleon, the Central Powers only
when war had bled them to exhaustion When he turns his
attention to American economic history, he will have his mind
fixed on an area of continental scope with immense spaces to
conquer and staggering resources to exploit, organized under
a single political system He will want to remember the highly
capitalistic and speculative character that American agricul-
ture assumed, and its long faverable position in a stimulatng
world market He will consider the formative effects of ma-
terial shundance upon a variety of American habits, from
child-rearing to military strategy He will be concerned about
the timing and the setting of the nation’s entry upon the path
of industrialism and the stimuli to economic innovation He
will be interested in the mixed raclal and ethnic compesition
of its labor force, with all that this implies for working-class
asplrations, social hierarchies, and political behavior He will
be acutely conscious of a nation constantly mixed and stirred
by mobility in all its forms, soclal and geographic, and
with the rootlessness, the restlessness it has fmplanted within
us

If the simple, primitivist Tubric of “the frontler” or even
the more open conception of “the West” were allowed to dis-
place all these complex considerations, or cause us to neglect
them In our historical thinking, our sense of the American past
would be impoverished But to take account of them does not
deprive the frontier process of its place, for it is 2 part of most
of them and interacts with all of them The great merit of
Turnerism, for all itg elliptical and exasperating vagueness,
was to be openended ‘The frontier idea, though dissected at
one pafnt and minimized at another, keeps popping up in new
forms, posing new questions to its questioners, always prod-
ding investigation into new areas Turner once sald that hig
aim had been not to produce disciples but to propagate in-
quiry He did both, and the inquiry propagated among critics
and frfendly revisionists has now reached a volume that gver-
matches the work of his disciples This mountain of Turner
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criticism is his most certain monument. Among all the his-
torians of the United States it was Turner alone of whom we

can now say with certainty that he opened a controversy that
was large enough to command the attention of his peers for

four generations.
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CHAPTER 5

Beard and the Progressive Mind

Wherever we turn in the maze of recent
historical investigation, we are confronted by

the overwhelming #mportance attached by the
younger and abler scholars to the economic

factor in political and socual progress
—E R A, Seligman, rgos

Interpretive schools seem always to origl-

nate #n roclal antagonisms
—~-Charles A. Beard, 1p13

I

T HE NOTE of vigorous nonconfermity rings out sharply
among the forebears of Charles A Beard. His grand-
father, Nathan Beard, was read out of a Quaker meeting in
North Carolina for marrying a Methodist, and is also remem-
bered to have harbored fugitive slaves there in the under-
ground raflroad Years later he tald his grandson “I ran 2 one-
man church, in which there can be no dissent,” and Charles
proudly added “My father continued in that church and I was
brought up in it ™ Nathan’s only son, William Henry Harrison
Beard, bomn on a farm in the village of Beardstown in Guilford
County, North Carolina, showed his resistance to the mystique
of the Confederacy when he fled northward to escape military
service In 1861 William Beard made his way to Indiana,
where, after working for a time as a carpenter, a clerk, and a
schoolteacher, he married and settled on a farm near Knights-
town Quick, versatile, and shrewd, he speculated successfully
in real estate, and by 1874, when bis son Charles was born,
he owned a mill, a bank, and extensive lands, ran a thriving
business as a building contractor, and had made a fortune
Not much more is known about William Beard. Though
he had no advanced formal education, he was a voracious

1 Hubert Herring, “Charles A. Beard Free Lance among the His-
torfans,” H s, 178 (1539), 64x
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reader, especially interested in science, an inquisitive and
venturesome man who used his leisure to travel and wrote
some accounts of his experiences for the press. Among the few
works remembered to have been in his large library, perhaps
part of Nathan’s collecdon on comparative religion, were
Thomas Paine’s Age of Reason and John W, Draper’s History
of the Conflict between Religion and Science, a popular
rationalist classic published in the year of Charles’s birth
William Beard was an admirer of Robert Ingersoll, a scoffer
at the mistakes of Moses, who prided himself on the role of
village skeptic. He was noted also for having made one of his
lots available for a camp meeting to local Negroes who had
been barred from other sites A wvisiting Negro bishop who was
turned away from the local hotel was accommodated at the
Beard home, in which the moral traditions of Radical Repub-
licanism, elsewhere on the wane, were still taken 1n earnest.

Like Fredrick Jackson Turner, Charles Beard was
brought up in a prosperous Midwestern household where
politics and ideas were regularly discussed, but in Beard’s
background both the feeling of success and proprietorship
and the vein of dissent seem to have been stronger. William
Beard was a masterful man, full of optimism, who loved to
boast about the United States as the land of prosperity and
progress. As we follow the course of Charles Beard's life we
continue to be aware that his social cniticism is that of a man
who belongs, both morally and materially, to the possessing
classes, to the Beards of Beardstown, of one who, as his
friend Hubert Herring put 1t, “combines the zeal of the cru-
sader with the sound instincts of a good horse-trader.” There
fs about him little of the viclent alienation or mordant de-
tachment of such a contemporary as Thorstein Veblen, and
one is not surprised to find him making a small-town news-
paper pay while still in his adolescence, or in his middle
years putting substantial energy into solid textbooks, or, after
his abrupt resignation from Columbia, managing a hand-
somely profitable dairy herd in Connecticut. His radicalism,
insofar as we can think of him as a radical, was like that of
many other writers of the Progressive era, in that it reflected
the conscience of the well-to-do as well as the cntical spirit
of the emerging American intelligentsia. Beard once remarked
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that the difference between himself and Tumer could be
summed up in the fact that Turner's father had been named
for a Democrat, Andrew Jackson, while his own had been
named for the Whig, Willam Henry Harrison Beard was
raised to assume that respectable Americans would he Re-
publicans His family’s political heritage was close to the
intellectual tradition that had come down through the Fed-
eralists, Whigs, and Republicans, a tradition which had
always embodied a strong vein of economic realism (“People
ask me,” Beard once sald, “why I emphasize economic ques-
tions so much They should have been present in the family
parlor, where my father and his friends gathered to discuss
public affairs ”)* The sense of possession and of firm Ameri-
can identity, so strong among the well-established upper
middle class of the Middle West, the note of post-Darwinian
rationalism, Radical Republicanism, evangelical consclence,
and perhaps even a tonch of Quaker dissent—all these mingle
strangely and in uncertain proportions in Beards original
Intellectual constitution

In 1884 young Beard was sent to Spiceland Academy, a
Quaker school not far from his home Willlam Beard belteved
also in training his sons in the management of affairs In
the early 1890's he bought a newspaper, the Knightstoum
Banner, and turned it over to Charles and his older hrother
Clarence, leaving the boys to write almost all its copy and on
occasion to set type as well From this collaboration Clarence
went fnto the law and Charles, now twenty-one, went off to
college at DePauw University DePauw, then a rather con-
servative and sectarian Methodist institutdon, was an im-
probable place for a good member of the campus Republican
club Itke Charles Beard to get a first gequaintance with a
thinker Iike Karl Marx. But DePauw’s professor of political
sclence, the Civil War veteran Colonel James R Weaver,
was one of those original, unorthodox, and uninhibited minds
Who turn up from time to time in the history of American
colleges He tried to give his students a solld grounding in
what would now no doubt be called social sclence, and, de-

3Frc ¥ Goldman, “Charley 4. Beard An Im “ln H
K. Beals, ed., Charles 4 Beard (rgs4), 2, lsrt&l:;immmem fo‘;wg
Temark ax well ax for the comparison with Turner,
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spite his own solid Republicanism, took it upon himself to
shake them out of their Hoosier complacencies. He assigned
reading in a wide range of pohtical and social thinkers from
the Greeks down to Spencer, Bagehot, Buckle, Westermarck,
Alfred Marshall, and Marx. In Beard’s intellectual life he was
a decisive figure; his example probably suggested the possi-
bility of teaching and scholarship as a career. The teacher in
turn found the pupil rewarding. “He is full of zeal,” he wrote,
“fond of investigation, and has a keen insight into truth.”

Like so many of the generation that came of age in
the 18g0’s, Beard was deeply affected by the depression that
followed the panic of 1893 and by the industrial and politi-
cal struggles that grew out of it. At the end of his freshman
year at DePauw, he visited Chicago—a significant choice for
a protected youth of the upper middle class, who might easily
have preferred to spend the summer amid the quiet comforts
of Knightstown. Chicago, the rawest and the most dynamic
city in the United States, was the Midwest’s most potent evi-
dence that the Industrial Revolution, with all its terrors, had
really descended upon America. Only a few years before,
the Columbian Exposition had dramatized the contrast be-
tween the city’s pretensions, embodied in the artificial White
City on the lake, and its realities, stretched out in thousands
of squalid and ugly blocks. Chicago was the city of the Hay-
market riot and the Pullman strike, of the stockyard horrors
that Upton Sinclair would portray in The Jungle and the
grandiose traction piracy described by Theodore Dreiser in
The Titan. It was also a scene of protest and critical thought,
an arena for men like John P. Altgeld, Clarence Darrow, Eu-
gene Debs, Henry Demarest Lloyd, and a vigorous group of
labor-Populists in politics, for a rising school of realists in
hterature, and for the humanitarian aspirations of philan-
thropic well-to-do women like Jane Addams. In Chicago
young Beard saw working-class miseries that his father's
philosophy had never prepared him for and lived for a while
near Hull House where rebels and heretics were forever de-
bating the future of the industrial order. He visited the in-
surgent scholar John R Commons, listened to speeches by
Bryan and Altgeld. Chicago guaranteed that Colonel Weaver’s
proddings would not be wasted on Beard. When he went back
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to DePauw he debated on the college team for the xight of
labor to organize and for a federal income tax.

Upon his gradvation in 1898, Beard volunteered for
service in the Spanish War, which had just begun If this
seems strangely inconsistent with the hatred of war that
colors his later lfe, or with the criticisms of Western im-
perlalism he would be making only a few years later, it must
be remembered that the Spanish War started In a surge of
popular idealism over the freedom of Cuba and that at the
beginning its imperialist denouement was foreseen by very
few The Wall Street bankers, the blg industrialists, the con-
servative McKinley Republicans were in the main unen-
thusiastic about this adventure, and found reason to change
their minds only near the wars end when some material
yield, in the form of new possessions and new trade oppar-
tunitles, seemed to be forthcoming Intervention against
Spain in Cuba meant taking the side of the underdog, it ex-
cited a few potential military adventurers among the young,
but it also impelled 2 man like William Jennings Bryan, for
all bis moral sentiments and pacifist leanings, to volunteer
The war’s main appeal to many Americans lay in the gen-
erosity and idealism behind it-—s0 mach so that a con-
temporary like Willlam Allen White later saw in the war
enthuslasm the greatest stimulus to the moral awakening
of Progressivism Beard's gesture, then, was only 2 token of
the passion with which he responded to public issues Fortu-
nately, there was a surplus of volunteers, and his rejection
may have spared him embalmed heef as well as the historic
frony of serving together with military enthusiasts like
TR. But he was not spared the disillusionment, in his im-
Pressionable twenties, of seelng the high moral purpose of
1898 fade mto American {mperialism in the Philippines

In 1898 Beard's craving for experience took him to study

JBeu‘dlntartmkndiEexentﬂmofthemttcr Wwd of the
Spanisbh American War in 1914, he sald. “Contrary tgngmir 28~
sertions on formal the American peopls enjoy war be-
yond meagure, if the platn facts of history are allowed to speak.”
Contemparary Amercan History, 18yr-1513 ( 1914}, 189 The
aftermath of the war saw the end of Beard’s Republicanism. “1
left the GOP on imperialism in 1500 and have found no hame
enywhere since that year ” Beard to Arthur M Schlesinger, April
7+ 19483 Schlesfnger mempolr, ia Oral History Project, 1oor
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at Oxford, where he found England in the full tide of change.
Keir Hardie was converting the trade unions to the idea of a
Labour Party, the Fabians were winning converts, the Webbs
had recently published their books on the history of trade
unionism and industrial democracy, Charles Booth had just
finished his studies of the life and labor of the London poor,
Robert Blatchford’s Merrie England, a popular plea for so-
cialism, was finding hundreds of thousands of readers, and
the whole world seemed to be sensitive to social ills and look-
ing for remedies. It was not, however, any of the contemporary
books that most impressed Beard, but a work written almost
forty years earhier. The book was John Ruskin’s Unto Ths
Last, a set of four essays which Ruskin himself thought were
“the truest, rightest worded and most serviceable things I
have ever wmntten.” Unto This Last actually belonged less
intimately to the intellectual spirit of the early 1860’s when
it was written than it did to the 18g0’s. When Ruskin’s essays
first ran in the Cormh:ll magazine, they were partially sup-
pressed because of the unfavorable response, and had to be
foreshortened. Unto This Last sold less than a thousand
copies in the first decade after its publication as a book in
1862, but in the 18g0’s it began to be read widely and was
rapidly approaching its fiftieth thousand at the turn of the
century It was about at this time that Gandhi, who called it
“the turning point of my life,” first read it, and i1t was a far
more directly influential work among the early leaders of
the Labour Party than anything wntten by Marx.

Ruskin’s book was a moral critique of the preconceptions
of orthodox economics, a thrust at the philosophy of self-
interest which made of man merely “a covetous machine,”
an attempt to free social thought from the oppressive atmos-
phere of Malthusianism and Ricardianism, and ultimately to
mend the brutalities of English industrialism. Liberated from
the dogmatic framework of such classicists as Nassau Senior,
who held that it was no business of political economy whether
any form of wealth is beneficial to its owner or to society at
large, Ruskin spun out in this and other writings a basic
social ethic on the strength of which it was possible for him
to argue that the state should provide free education for the
young, vocational training in government workshops, guaran-
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teed employment, job security, housing and social securdty for
the aged and destitute, minimum wage laws, rent control,
income ceflings, and public ownership of transportation
As economic speculation, Unto This Last seemed impulaive
and naive, and only the cranky valor of genius could have
prompted Ruskin to fling his moral and esthetic preferences
into the face of the imposing intellectual edifice of classical
economics But he was trylng to restore the conviction that
the ultimate test of any economic order is the quality of
human Ufe it yields “TuEnre 18 No WrALTH BUT LIFE Life,
including all its powers of love, of joy, and of admiration
That country is the richest which nourishes the greatest
number of noble and happy human beings, that man is rich-
est who, having perfected the functions of his own life to the
utmost, bas also the widest helpful influence, both personal
and by means of his possessions, over the lives of others”
What Ruskin finally achieved, in effect, was to twrn the flank
of the received economic doctrines not by assaulting their
coherence but by destroying thelr premises, by calling for a
more inclugive and humane theory of values, and by insist-
ing on the social relevance of values they had left out of
account In 1860 Ruskin’s book was premature—that is to
gay, prophetic Forty years later an increasingly forceful
demand for socfal yeform gave it a wide audience, and it
geerns alive and relevant once more today when issues
having to do with the quality of life have again taken on a
new prominence

Beard's response to Unto This Last may be taken as a clue,
I think, not {ust to the young man, but to the mature echolar
And what 15 significant in sounding this side of his temper
fs that Ruskin’s was a work much more moral than sociolopt-
cal In its mode of thought, a study in ethical speculation and
exhortation, that was rather far removed from the economic
realism which one assoctates with the later Beard Like most
Interesting and fruitful minds, Beard’s was driven by a pro-
found ambiguity, never to be wholly resolved In his case the
ambiguity lay between the moral passions that Ruskin ad-
dressed so directly and the desire for detached knowledge and
sclentific scholarship which Beard volced on many occaslons
fn his early maturity At any rate, Ruskin, whom he had firgt
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read as an undergraduate, never ceased to move him. More
than a third of a century after his English years, when he
found the Western world again shaken by a crisis in thought,
he harked back to Ruskin as a prophet victorious over the
spokesmen of nmeteenth-century economics, with its sup-
posedly iron laws. “And who won in the end? John Ruskin
or the great and wise of the Victorian age?” Reviled in his
own day as a sentumentalist and moralist, Ruskin, Beard
thought, had been the true architect of modermity “The eco-
nomics taught m the official colleges of Oxford University
today is nearer to the economics taught at Ruskin Hall in
1899 than it 1s to the official economics of that year. . . . Per-
haps in the crisis in thought that now besets us it will do some
good to take up again ‘Unto This Last,” and read it without
anger or tears.™

The life of politics and social service was at first more
alluring to Beard than academc Oxford He soon fell in with
another American five years ms senior, Walter Vrooman,
whose temperament seems to have appealed to the romantic
and the activist in him. Vrooman was a chronic dissenter and
agitator, a come-outer who had been on the platform in one
place or another since the age of seven when he had toured as
“the boy phrenologist ” The son of a Kansas judge who had nmm
for office on the Greenback and Prohibition tickets, Vrooman
had been reared on grass-roots heresies, he had been a labor
agitator in Chicago at the age of sixteen and now might be
loosely described as a Christian Socialist. He had drifted
from place to place—Pittsburgh, New York, Philadelphia,
Baltimore, St. Louis—identifying himself with various kinds
of reforms to which he usually contributed more excitement
than substance. The collapse of his latest agitations in St.
Louis had prompted his wealthy wife to take him to England
to regain his health and his nerve, but he was unable even
there to stay his hand At Oxford he and Beard formed the
nucleus of a group of reform enthusiasts. Vrooman had
thought of setting up in the very shadow of ancient and priv-
ileged Oxford a workingman’s school which would prepare
an elite of working-class leaders to assume the statesmanlike

4 “Ruskin and the Babble of Tongues,” New Republic, 87 (1936),
3702,
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respongibilities required by labor's growing political power
The establishment, which was to be named Ruskin Hall,
would be the first of a network of such “colleges” to be opened
fn large industrdal centers This daring idea, conceived at a
time when the free public high school system had not yet
been founded in England, was one which Vrooman lacked
the tact and the stabllity to carry through The task of getting
the support of labor leaders, among thern Keir Hardle, as well
as the endorsement of Oxford dons and Trade Union Councils,
fell to Beard With funds given by Mrs Vrcoman, a large
rambling buflding was leased from Balliol College, and Ruskin
Hall opened in 1899 Beard gave the first lecture, taking
English constitutional history as his subject.

The followlng year, Beard returned to the United States,
studied for a term under Moses Coit Tyler at Cornell Univer-
sity, and married Mary Ritter, whom he had met at DePauw
But he was soon back in England, working as secretary to
Ruskin Hall, a position that enabled him to tour the industrial
reglons of England and Wales, often speaking as many as
five or six times a week, and t spend almost two years In
and around Manchester In 1907, he published his first book,
The Industrial Revolution, which was intended to Introduce
working-class readers to the history of nineteenth-century in-
dustry, and to the significance and promise of modern tech-
nalogy A creditable work of condensation and popularization
for a young man of twenty-seven, it spoke the mind of an
eclectic reformer rather than an agitator or a revolutionary It
I3 easy for any historian who deals with the Industrial Revo-
lutlon to treat it merely as a museum of horrors in order to
Stimulate working-class militancy Beard, keeping his pro-
phetic intensity under careful restraint, preferred to emphasize
the advances fn productive potentlal and the as yet unrealized
advantages of industdal modernization His essentlal griev-
ance was not against 2 class, nor even the property system as
such, but against the waste of energles entailed by modern
Competitive organization The book was recognizably Ruskin-
lan in its forthright repudiation of laissez fatre and its concern
for the quality of human life as the test of the economic order
A I e T

Cy, weakness, and crudity made against
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the present order,” Beard wrote, “need not be based upon
sentiment about rich and poor or class jealousy, but upon
mathematical calculations which can be made as soon as
statistical departments turn their attention to the problem
It is clear to any unprejudiced mind that a reorganization of
industry is both necessary and desirable, not that one class
may benefit at the expense of another, but that the energy and
wealth wasted in an irrational system may be saved to hu-
mamnty, and that the bare struggle for a living may not occupy
the best hours of the workers” lives.”

As a speaker before working-class groups, Beard evidently
saw himself in a different role from that of a writer, even a
writer of a pamphlet on the Industrial Revolution for working-
class audiences. Without the restramts of formal authorship,
he could wax prophetic- he denounced the heartless scholars
who had removed themselves from the plight of the people
for having failed to learn “of God who moves in the hearts of
man, transforming human lives, and lifting men to the sub-
lime heights of self-sacrifice.” In the great conquest of the
future, “the triumph over disease, pain, misery, poverty,
wretchedness, and want,” the laurels would be won by “the
world’s great sages, thinkers, and prophets, yes, even He who
healed wounds and bound up broken hearts in Galilee.” His
platform style was militant enough to transport his working-
class listeners. “Ayel” an old man was heard to say after
Beard spoke in the Todmorden Co-operative Hall, “1f we'd a
lot o” young fellows like yon'd i" Tormden, we’d turn it upside
down i’ a week!"8

From 18gg to 1gor Beard turned out a series of articles
for Young Oxford, the magazine of the Ruskin Hall enthusi-
asts, which reveal him almost as much in the role of spintual
teacher as social agitator. What stands out in these essays,
aside from their high-minded youthful rhetoric, is their hu-
mane tone, their lack of rancor or resort to class animus, their
confidence in gradualism and progress Several of the essays,

8 The Industrial Revolution (19o1), p 104 As late as 1930, Beard
wrote “Science and machinery have made crude class fights
archaic " Bernard C Borning, The Political and Social Thought
of Charles A Beard (1962), 88.

 Harlan B Phillips, “Charles Beard The English Lectures, 1899—
1901,” Journal of the History of Ideas, 14 (1953), 451, 453
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given over to “Men Who Have Helped Us,” were short inspira-
tional portraits of Carlyle, Cobbett, Darwin, Mazzini, Mortds,
and Owen which express an ecumenical admiration for the
humane prophets and protestants of the nineteenth century
and display no doctrinaire commitments or rigid standards of
judgment. (They do, however, show that capacity that Beard
would always have in generous measure for a selective use
of historical facts in order to put across his message one
would look hard and in vain, for instance, in his treatment of
Carlyle, for any sign of the reactlonary or the racist, the
brutal side of Carlyle is entirely missing ) In these pieces evo-
lution spells progress, science and religion march hapd in
hand toward fulfiliment of “the new morality ” Beard drew
heavily on those interpreters of evolution like Henry Drum-
mond and Prince Kropotkin who argued the necessity of mu-
tuality and solidarity in the evolutionary process “The concept
of God and the individual,” he wrote, “is being supplemented
by the more glorious concept of God and the callective life of
man " Along with the new, there was a good deal of the ald
morality the hfe, exemplified by his subjects, of firm per-
sonal marale, aspiration, and the *splendid discipline of hard
work from which parents now-a-days often foolishly wish to
free thew chfldren” “We alt need” Beard wrote, In whay may
be taken almost as a personal confession, *  ahove all ta
have continuously before ourselves vistons of gur own possi-
bilitles  We need not only the deslre For the valuable, but
also the will to be valuable ™

At the university Beard studied chiefly with Frederick
York Powell, the Reglus Professor of Modern History Although
Powell was no democrat ("I hope to God,” he ance sald, “the
Peoples will never conguer,” and he was convinced that the
Unfted States would be the sceme of the future failure of
democracy), he was nevertheless 2 man of generous soctal
sentiments, compassionate and politically independent de-
5pite his Tory sympathies, who encouraged Beard’s reform
Passions, wholly shared his enthusfasm for Ruskin, and
gladly lent his a1d to Ruskin Hall Under Powell, Beard began
studies in British institutional history, to which he would later

—_—

T “Willtam Cobbett, Frdend of Man,” Young Oxford, 2 (1901), 171.
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revert for his doctoral thesis. Powell was a man of broad in-
terests—he was responsible for inviting Mallarmé to lecture
at Oxford—but in his historiographical convictions he was a
hard positivist. He saw history not as a branch of literary art
but of science. “The method of history is not different from the
method of physical sciences,” he wrote, and he was convinced
that the evolution of political institutions could be explained
with scientific rigor. Historical science demanded that the
historian, whatever his role as a citizen, should be a detached
investigator, seeking the truth for truth’s sake. Beard was
rationalist enough to respond to this scientific note in Powell,
and even in lus Oxford days we can see in him an uncom-
fortable duality that was always to haunt him-—a duality be-
tween the aseptic ideal of scientfic inquiry and his social
passions In his Young Oxford essays we find him charmingly
trying to sidestep this problem. Wholly aware of the inspira-
tional and moral character of lis biographical portraits from
history, he felt called upon to explain: “In taking up this work
I do not pose as an historian, for it is his duty to leave ethics
alone. . ..”® Yet he was too much the social activist to shake
off his feeling that historical knowledge, however “scientifi-
cally” it was gained, ought to serve the common weal by being
made to shed light on the origmms and the solution of con-
temporary problems, and that for this purpose it would have
to be translated into moral terms. For the rest of his life he
would be bedeviled by the opposition between his belief in the
discipline of history as science and his passionate desire to
put it to work as 2 moral force, and some readers would notice
a strange disharmony between his voluntanism and moralism
and the ironical and mocking determinism of his historical
thought. His difficulty with the place of moral judgments in
history recurs in every phase of his work. it can be seen in
the New History which he promoted at Columbia with James
Harvey Robinson, in the deep, unresolved ambivalence of his
famous book on the Constitution, in his later conversion to his-
torical relativism, and in his polemics on American foreign
policy.

8 Oliver Elton, Frederick York Powell, I (1906), 194; Young Ox-
ford, 2 (1go1), 172
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Beard had sworn in 1900 that he would never stop agl-
tating “dll the workers who bear upon their shoulders the
burden of the world should reallze the identty of their owm
interests and rise to take possession of the means of life ™
Briefly he considered remaining in England, where some of
the founders of the new Labour Party had already marked
him as a coming leader, but his decision, made, he later wrote,
“at length and with great reluctance,” to return to America in
1902 after three years of English life, and to take up graduate
work 1n earnest at Columbia University marked not slmply a
determination to repatriate himself but also a retum to
scholarship from a time of agitation and reform, a lapse from
militancy into detachment. Now, for a brief period, his super-
abundant energies were wholly given over to academic work.
By 1904, hig thirdeth year, he had taken his PhD with an
austerely academic thesis on The Office of Justice of Peace 1n
England in Its Origin and Development, and m the autumn of
that year he jofned the Columbia department of political
science

Among Columbia’s distinguished roster in law and the
soclal sciences, Beard was particularly attracted by such men
ag James T Shotwell, James Harvey Robinson, soon to become
the spokesman of the New History, Frank ] Goodnow in
publiclaw,and E R A. Seligman in economics In this urbane
and stimulating environment, he was spurred to put his ideas
about sclentfic method and the political world into more
systematic form Meanwhile, he became a celebrated figure
on the campus and flounshed as a teacher “The nicest Amerl-
can I ever knew,” Fredenich York Powell (who rarely liked
Amencans) had said, and the judgment was often echoed at
Columbia Simple in dress and manner, devald of pretense and
free of condescensmon, Beard also had a winning physical
presence, along with striking blue eyes and a benign smile,
which would suddenly fluminate his spare face, he had a
splendidly aquiline nose, which in grave moments could give
him the aspect of 2 worried eagle A favorite of many of his
colleagues, he was also perhaps the most popular professor

gthip.- “Charles Beard," 4568
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among the undergraduates, who, in 1gog when Dean J. H.
Van Amringe retired, voted 1mn a straw poll for Beard as his
successor.

Unlike Turner, Beard did not develop an influential re-
search seminar and hence formed no “school” around himself,
but he was at his best in large lecture courses, where students
responded to his finished oratorical manner (“an eloquence,”
Arthur W. Macmahon thought, “that seemed almost imperi-
ous”) and to his candor on public questions. Irwin Edman
remembered Beard in some of his less formal moments, “a
lanky figure leaming against the wall, drawling wittily with
half-closed eyes,” conveying his “passionate concern for an
understanding of the realities of government, the economic
forces and the interested persons involved in it.” “He was clear,
he was suggestive, he was witty,” Edman added, “but none of
these things could quite account for the hold he had on the
smug and the rebels alike, on both the pre-lawyers and the
pre-poets. I suspect it was a certamn combination of poetry,
philosophy, and honesty in the man himself, a sense he com-
municated that politics mattered far beyond the realm com-
monly called political, and an insight he conveyed into the
life that forms of government furthered or betrayed.” “There
was no one at Columbia in the second decade of the century,”
John Erskine recalled, “who could rival Beard as an orator.
Others excelled him in wit and in the subtleties of civilized
conversation, but he had no match in that type of political elo-
quence which democracy engenders. More than once 1 heard
him address the student body on some quusstion about which
I disagreed with him, but while he spoke I could feel persua-
sion creep over me as it crept over the boys. He had a fine
voice, but what carried conviction was his own utter belief,
at least for the moment, in what he was saying.”

Beard seems to have felt during this period some fear of
becoming academic or sterile, or of being absorbed and tamed
by institutional life. One day he suddenly turned to Robinson
and urged: “Now let’s don’t get old because when we do we'll
be toddling over to that cathedral they're putting over there
and spending our last days in the confessional. Let’s make

1Irwin Edman, Philosopher’s Holiday (1938), 130—-1, John Er-
skine, My Life as a Teacher (1948), 93
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sure that we keep young through life " He boasted to Shotwell
about his father's role as village atheist in Knightstown, and
was apparently impelled to re-enact it at the university* It is
significant that more conservative colleagues like Erskine and
Shotwell thought of him as “soclalistlc,” an impression he per-
haps liked to create, but which is not sustained by his writings ?
Whatever the meaning of his “socialism,” his air of the heretic,
the reformer, the radical seems to have helped him to draw an
embattled following, which was deeply loyal to bim at the
critical moment when he resigned in protest and left Morning-
side Helghts

Though Beard threw himself eagerly into his role at
Columbiz, and even organized e new undergraduate depart-
ment of political science, he did not altogether give up his
direct Interest in public affalrs. Progressive reform of a much
less heady kind than he had known in England soan began to
claim some of his time he gave long hours as a consultant to
the New York Bureau of Municipal Research and took an
active part in the National Municipal League But the out-
standing thing about Beard’s years at Columbia from 1903 to
hig resignation in 1917 was his lavish productivity Aside from
very frequent reviews and articles and a half dozen volumes of
collected documents and readingg, he wrote alone or in col-
laboration with others no fewer than eleven books Among
these was An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of
the United States, which became the most controversial his-
torical work of his generation

i

Beard's years at Columbia colncided with the Progressive
era in national politics He had come back to a scene of polit-
ical and soctal reform that compared in the intensity of its
Intellectual ferment with the scene he had left in England
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The first outburst of muckraking came during the years of lus
doctoral work, and by the time his book on the Constitution
appeared, the national mood had grown so suspicious that, as
Walter Lippmann put it, the public had a distinct prejudice in
favor of those who made the accusations. The political ma-
chines and the bosses were under constant fire from pohtical
reformers and muckrakers, and all the problems of popular
government were being re-examined. Though it had no clear
idea what to do about them, the country was in full cry
against the great industralists and the big monopolies It had
become aware too of the pitiful condition of many of the work-
ing class—particularly women and children—in the factories,
mines, and sweatshops, and was making halting experiments
at the legal control of industrial exploitation. Almost every
aspect of American life, from sex, religion, and race relations
to foreign policy, the regulation of business, and the role of
the Courts, was being reconsidered For eight years Theodore
Roosevelt had used the White House as a “bully pulpit” to
preach his own version of civic morality and at least to drama-
tize, if not to exert in any far-reaching way, the powers of the
state as opposed to those of capital. The years during which
Beard did the immediate research and writing on his famous
book coincided with the presidency of William Howard Taft
and the exciting insurgency of La Follette and his band in the
Senate. These years saw the split among the Republicans, the
formation of the Bull Moose party, T.R.’s return to national
politics as a presidential contender, the rise of Woodrow Wil-
son to national prominence, the three-sided election of 1912,
and Wilson’s election as the first Democratic President since
the Civil War who was committed to fundamental reforms
There was no better moment than the zenith of the Pro-
gressive movement for a book dealing with the Constitution as
the product of a class conflict, dwelling at great length upon
the economic interests and objectives of its framers and advo-
cates, and stressing their opposition to majoritarian de-
mocracy. But Beard’s book was only one facet of a broad up-
rising carried on by insurgent scholars since the 18go’s against
the abstract and conservative style of thought that had pre-
vailed for more than two generations, which Morton White
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has aptly called the revolt against formelism ¢ Formalist
thought, which represented in effect a substantial part of the
heritage of the nineteenth century in America, had been long
in the meking and was well established both inside and outside
the academy Conservative in all its practical implications, it
was strong on Internal coberence but weak in its descriptive
rapport with reality, being fixed and static in its formulation,
it was particulardy {ll equipped to take account of changing
reality. It dealt in imeless verities, stated In a very generalized
form In juristic theory, the formalistic mind discussed the
political state abstractly, as the product of “the whole people ™
In legal theory, it took the view that the business of the courts,
under a written Constitution, was simply to square legislative
acts with the fundamental law, to observe whether or not they
fit, and to throw them out {f they did not It left little room for
philosophical problems arising from the observable fact that
judges did not always see things the same way, and no room
at all for the idea that judges, having strong social prejudices,
might read these prejudices into the construction of the law

In economic theory, formalsm meant classical laissez fatre,
modified perhaps at a few points where modification might
work to the interests of industnalists In the minds of some of
ity exponents, the lessons of classleal economics were reln-
forced by the lessons of Darwinism the economy was a
natural order whose immanent processes would bring progress
if only the struggle for exdstence and the survival of the fittest
were allowed to go on without Interference In philoscphy,
formalism meant a passive spectatorfal approach to knowl-
edge, which accorded well with its equally passive conceptions
of social policy In ethics, for example, one spoke of abstract
ethical critera or of individual moral problems in perronal
terms, but not ahout the moral aspects of soclal systems or the

4In what follows I have drawn on Morton White’'s Amearican
Social Thought (1949) and my essay, “Beard and the Constitu-
ton The History of an Ides,” which first appeared in American
Quarterly, If {rggo), 155213, and 5 also avaflable in H, X
Beale, ed., Chayles A Beard, already cited, In Tecreating the intel-
lectual backpround of Beard's book, I have resorted mainly to
;Uo:h cited in #ts text or footnotes, which include writings by

und, Goodngw, Bentley, J Allen Smith, Sellgmsan, Simons
Myers, Schaper, Ambler, and Libby citeq hereaftos '
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moral ills of industrialism. In history, one wrote about the
heroic, and dealt with systems of ideas as self-contained, but
did not think of political and constitutional history as having
to do with anyone’s economic objectives.

Agamst all this the insurgent scholars had been mount-
ing a strong collective rebellion which can be traced in the
legal realism of Holmes, the economic institutionalism of
Veblen, the instrumentalism of John Dewey, the New History
of James Harvey Robinson, and the revival, by Beard and
others, of the economic interpretation of history All these
movements, representing attempts to come more closely to
grips with reality, especially with reality in the course of
change, constituted the academic counterparts of muckraking
m journalism and of the literary revolt carried on by the
realist and naturalist wnters. The intellectuals of the era were
trymng to incorporate in a more general scheme of thought and
in a less polemical context what the muckraking journalists
and the popular novelists were getting at in a more direct
way. And what they were all getting at, if it can be put in a
word, was “reality.” Reality was the opposite of everything the
genteel tradition had stood for in literature and the formalistic
thinkers in social philosophy Reality was the inside story It
was rough and sordid, lhidden and neglected, and being hard
and material and inexorable, was somehow more important
than mere ideas and theories. Reality was the bribe, the
rebate, the bought franchise, the sale of adulterated food, the
desperate pursuit of life in the slums Reality was what one
did not find in the standard textbooks on constitutional law,
political science, ethics, economics, or history, but could find
in The Jungle, The Octopus, The Titan, Susan Lennox, Wealth
versus Commonuwealth, The History of Standard Qil, or The
Shame of the Cities, To portray this hitherto hidden reality
was the aim of every live journalist and novelist; to take ac-
count of it in the making of theory was the aim of every
advanced thinker.

What was happening, in effect, was that a modern crtical
intelligentsia was emerging in the United States. Modernism,
In thought as in art, was dawning upon the American mind.
Beard’s book on the Constitution fittingly appeared in the same
year as the New York Armory show—an event that was far
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more shocking to the world of art than Beard's hook was to
scholars The new artists, breaking with the placid and dexiv-
atve craftsmanship that had so long prevailed, were, to be
sure, expressionists and individualists where the scholars were
fnevitably the exponents of a traditional discipline and the
prophets of collective action, but what they ail bad in com-
mon was a spinted rebellion against academicism, encrusted
conservatism, and gentihity, a will to see things afresh and a
need for new ideas and new genves

The rebels apainst forrnalism were trying to assert, above
everything else, that all things are related, that all things
change, and that all things should therefore be explained his-
toncally rather than deductively And for the most part, they
were concerned with knowledge as a rationale for social ac-
tion, not for passivity they were interested in control Ideas,
the instrumentalists and pragmatists argued, are not mirrors
of reality, they are modes of adjustment, plans of action
Philosophy should concern aself with social problems. Eco-
nomic institutions, the Veblen school held, should be viewed in
relation to other aspects of society Man should be taken not
abstractly—as economic man—but concretely, as he actually
operates in an insttutional setting, particularly in the setting
of the price system, absentee ownership, and the large corpora.
tion Judges, said the legal realists, do not merely find law,
they make it, and they do so 1n accordance with therr soclal
prejudices and predilections The development of civilization,
asserted & whole battery of historians, including both Tumer
and Beard, must be charted with a keen eye for the shaping
role of economic forces and the incldence of cass conflicts
History, the New Historlans argued, s not a celebration of
past heroes but an fnstrument for controlling the future

American political thinkers in the Progressive era were
looking for a theory of the state, of the nature of government,
that would satisfy the demands of modernist realism and at
the same thme strengthen the aspirahons and strategies of
progressivism The yuristic theory of the state, as Beard called
t, the notion that the state was made by “the whale people,”
was at once too conservatt ’

ve to meet the Progressive need for

2 crtical view of government and too abstract to satisfy the
Progressive writers’ craving for reality, which told them that
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the political public is in fact always divided into social inter-
ests that quarrel over public issues. On the other side, the
Marxist conception of the state as the instrument of the ruling
class seemed to them, when they thought of it at all, as over-
generalized They were not socialists, they had no exclusive
sentimental or moral commitment to the proletariat. As re-
formers, they wanted to believe that they were dealing with a
state system that was accessible to improvement under the ex-
isting economic order. As liberals, they would have shrunk
from the conclusion that the existing state should be destroyed
and supplanted by a new one based on a single class. What
they sought was an open and pluralistic theory that would
have the feeling of Marxism for hard reahties wathout its
monohithic implications

In 1908 there appeared a long, crabbed, difficult, but 1m-
portant book which was to have some mfluence on Beard and
ulomately a considerable influence on the development of
political science in the United States—A. F. Bentley’s The
Process of Government. Proceeding from assumptions, closely
related to pragmatism, that anticapated the pohtical and socio-
logical behaviorism of a later day, Bentley had looked for a
realistic and functional method for the understanding of polit-
1cal behavior, and had found it in the group basis of politics
The common practice of concentrating on the individual in
politics, apart from his group affiliations, Bentley found to be
pointless; similarly pointless were all attempts to deal with
political ideas or emotions apart from their function as expres-
sions of group interests For Bentley consciousness did not de-
termine group interests, but group interests determined con-
sclousness. “The ideas can be stated in terms of the group;
the groups never 1 terms of the ideas.”™

What was true for law was true for the political process.
Law became not the outcome of some disinterested effort to
incarnate abstract principles of justice, but of an effort to

5 The Process of Government, (ed. 1935), 206 In a review of
Bentley’s book, Beard found its tone excessively polemical, but
praised it for its “attempt to get below forrmnalism,” 1ts “very posi-
tive feeling for the intimate essence of government,” and for
helping “to put politics on & basis of realism where it belongs.”
He also thought that Bentley had made “effective use of the idea
of ‘group interests,’ as distinct from class interests in the Marxian
sense.” Political Science Quarterly, 23 (1908), 730—47.
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systematize and order the relations between interest groups
“Law,” Bentley wrote, “is activity, Just as goveroment iz Itisa
group process, Just as government is It is a forming, a system-
atization, a struggle, an adaptation of group interests, just as
government is " Nor did he refrain from applying the same
principle to constitutions everything that could be sald of
statutory and other forms of law was also true of constitutions,
“for constitutions are but a special form of law ™ In under-
standing constitutions, the impartant thing was not to look
for abstract repositories of “sovereignty” but for administrative
and coerclve agencies whose control was fought over by con-
testing groups Explain constitutions, Bentley urged, not in
the light of the general ideas they are supposed to embody
but of the partlcular groups that forge them As for the Amer-
Ican Constitutlon, “how can ene be satisfied with a theory that
comes down hard on the federal Constitution as primarily a
great national ideal, in the very face of the struggles and
quarrels of the constitutional convention for the maintenance
of pressing social interests?™

The phenomena of government, Bentley asserted, are
always phenomena of pressure—the push and resistance be-
tween groups And though he did not pretend himself to have
“measured” any pressures or counterpressures, he left behind,
as his legacy to later political positivists, the promise that po-
litical science could indeed hope to measure such forces and
thus approximate a scientific understanding of events

Beard was not much interested in measurement as such,
and never cast his lot with the positivist political ecientists,
but one can see what Bentley's vision of politics meant to him
it comhined a realistic conception of interest-group activities
with a pluralistic model of power The state would be in the
control of whatever coalition of roup Interests happened to be
strongest at a given moment And if one were golng to try to
account for the origins of any particular constitutiong) gystem,
one would look not in the first instance for the ideas that ani-

——

&Ibid , a2, agg 135 Cf Beard, An Economic In T
L} ] * Ctat{
the Constitutipn, 14 Law i{s not an abstract thtei;z, a pr?r:t;{
Page, & volume of statutes, 2 statement by a judge. A statute
separated from the wocial and economic fabric by which it

i"I 1]
it;] f::o :J::x:ﬁ‘.[$md and which, in tum, it helps to condition,
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mated it but for the special mterests that mught expect to gain
by it, whose ideas could then be interpreted accordingly. But
of the two themes in Bentley’s work, it was his realism about
politics and law as products of group interests and conflicts
that appealed most consistently to Beard. As we shall see, he
endorsed Bentley’s pluralistic model of power in theory, but
in his actual account of the Constitution deviated from it to
adopt a dualistic picture of the political struggile which prob-
ably owes more to old Populist traditions and to witers like J.
Allen Smith In regarding the struggle over the Constitution as
a fight between two broad, more or less homogeneous coali-
tions rather than an exceedingly complex jumble of special
interests, he fell into a trap from which a consistent use either
of Bentley or of Madisonian pluralism might have saved him.

Early in 1908 Beard delivered an important formal lec-
ture, one of a series then being being offered by Columbia
scholars in various disciplines, which outlines his pohtical
thought and shows why he found Bentley congenial This lec-
ture, published under the title Politics, deserves particular
attention because it plainly represented a concerted effort on
Beard's part to summarize all his views of historical mterpreta-
tion and political theory in a single persuasive essay, in
which both a theory of the state and of the historical process
would be knit together. Like the other rebels agamnst formal-
ism, he argued that old modes of explanation were no longer
usable: Darwinism had underrmned natural nghts, for ex-
ample, as a fixed and an eternal scheme of things, by showing
that all things change, science had undercut old-fashioned
racial or providential explanations of politics More and more,
men were trying to devise precise notions about causation in
politics. Political and legal institutions were beginning to be
seen as products of the whole social process, not as conse-
quences of some self-sustained process of abstract reasoning.
Political man was no longer divorced from man in his other
aspects. “We are coming to realize that a science dealing with
man has no special field of data all to itself, but is rather
merely a way of looking at the same thing—a view of a cer-
tain aspect of human action. The human being is not essen-
tially different when he is depositing his ballot from what he
is in the counting house or at the work bench. In place of 2
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‘patural’ man, an ‘economic’ man, a ‘religious’ man, or a
‘political’ man, we now observe the whole man participating in
the work of government "7 Political philosophy, far from being
the product of pure reason, must be seen as the product of the
political systern The state also must be described realistically
“It would seem that the real state is not the juristic state but is
that group of persons able to work together effectively for the
accomplishment of their joint aims, and avercome ail opposi-
tion on the particular point at issue at a particular period of
tme "

Beard’s book on the Constitution, published five years
later, would consistently take form as an attempt to locate and
describe those dynamic groups which were successful In unit-
ing and in overcoming opposition to the making of a new
povernment in 1787-8 In this view the intellectual and tradi-
tional foundations of the Constitution would inevitably occupy
a less impartant place in accounting for it than the plans and
interests of its most active fabricators This view of the state
was linked fn Beard’s mind to the possibilities of Progressive
reform and to his old complaint against laissez fatre The
idea that government policies should conform to some kind
of “natural” order had been made ohsolete by the development
of modemn business, he argued, and one must take 3 prag-
matic view of what government cught to do “No student of
polities today will attempt to lay down dogmatically what
povernment in all times and places should undertake to do,
for he realtzes what the government does in practice depends
not upon any theory about its proper functions, but upon the
will of the group of persons actually in control at any one time
or upon the equiltbrium that is established through conflicts
among groups seeking to control the government™ General
prescriptions about policy are thrust aside What ig Important
{8 Who has control and what do they want?

7 Politics (1908), 6.

tIhid, 20, o
<oy An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution,

¥ Politics, 26
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Although the general drift of legal and political theory
pointed toward Beard’s book on the Constitution, its premises
were not armived at by any purely logical inference from gen-
eral propositions. On many counts, the particulars of Beard’s
argument were anticipated by contemporaries whom in the
main he generously acknowledged-——so many particulars, in
fact, that Beard's work, seen in historical context, seems more
hke a masterful summation of scattered insights and argu-
ments than an altogether novel work. Beard’s more immediate
debt to his contemporaries may be set forth under four gen-
eral headings. the Turner school, the Progressive critics of the
Constitution, certain socialist writers, and finally the new
school of sociological jurisprudence.

Turner’s concern with economic forces and with plotting
the geographic lines of political conflict had already led mem-
bers of his school in the direction in which Beard was moving.
Such exponents of regional and sectional analysis as W. A.
Schaper and C H. Ambler had done studies, well known to
Beard, of internal sectionalism 1n South Carolina and Virginia.
Beard, though he was never persuaded by Turner’s stress on
the West or by his praise of indivadualism, paid deference to
Turmer's influence by remarking that it had inspired “almost
the only work in economic interpretation which has been done
in the United States.”! But the most immediately relevant

1'W A, Schaper, Sectionalism and Representation in South Caro-
Imma (xgo1), C. H Ambler, Sectionalism in Virginta from 1776
to 1861; Beard, An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution,
5-6 Schaper, a Westerner, was actually a pupil of the Columbia
sociologist Franklin H Giddings, Ambler of both Turner and
U B Phillips at Wisconsin

Some years later, in a review of The Frontier in American
History (New Republic, 25, 1921, 349-50), Beard saluted Turner’s
“immense and salutary™ influence, but criticized his work on
several counts. he thought that the emphasis on the West should
not be permitted to overshadow “slavocracy, labor, and capital-
ism”, he doubted that the frontler was the Iine of the most rapid
and effective Americamzation, and that the West was as primary
as Turner claimed in the development of national legislation or
of democratic mnstitutions He charged Turner, like other “ortho-
dox historians,” with having all too little to say about the conflict
between the capitalist and organized labor. The Great Depression

left him more skeptical than ever about Turner’s cordial treat-
ment of frontier individualism, and in 1942 he concluded that in
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work of the Turner school was a doctoral dissertation of 1894
out of Turner’s Wisconsin seminar by Orin Grant Libby, The
Geographical Distribution of the Vote of the Thirteen States
on the Federal Constitution, 1787-8 Libby's work was plainly
affected hy current Populist controversy, by similar quarrels
between debtors and creditors, and by the currency embruil-
ments that had echoed and re-echoed through American his-
tory Proposing that “a serles of studies upon natural economic
groupings in American history will be of service to the investi-
gator who desires 10 understand pohitical history in the light
of social and economic forces,” Turner commended Libby's
work m a preface, in which he also observed that “the present
Populistic agitation finds 1ts stronghold in those western and
southern regions whose soclal and economic conditions are
In many respects strikngly like those existing in 1787 in the
areas that opposed the ratification of the Constitation ®

What Libby had dove, in 2 paper which Beard regarded
as “the most 1mportant single contdbution to the Interpreta-
tiont of the movement for the Constitution,” was to plot out the
geographical distribution of the vote on ratification along
lines which marked off an interior resistance movement based
on the poor farmer and debtor class as against the pro-Consti-
tution forces of the eastern seaboard “The state system under
the Articddes of Confederation.” Libby found, “served as a
shield for the debtor classes,” whereas “the Constitution was
cartled . by the influence of [the] classes along the great
highways of commerce, . .. and in proporton as the material
interests along these arteries of ntercourse were advanced and
strengthened, the Constitution was most readily recesved and
most heartlly supported.” This division, be added, prefigured
the fater division between the followers of Hamilton and Jef-
fersan?

Among the more radical Progressive writers at least one
of Beard's propositions, the antipopular atms of the Consti.

Harper's Magazine, 164 1931}, 13-22
2 Libby, The Geagraphirgl DHgtrfbution, iy, 2, 49,
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tution-makers of 1787, had become almost a common-
place In 1go7 J. Allen Smith, a professor of political econ-
omy at the University of Washmgton and a former expo-
nent of radical monetary reforms, published a book, The Spirit
of American Government, which discussed at length the
philosophy behind the Constitution. Here Smith set forth the
clearest statement of what might be called the dualistic inter-
pretatton of American political thought To him, American
political history could be described as a long running quarrel
between aristocracy and democracy, with the spirit of de-
mocracy embodied in the Declaration of Independence, and
that of aristocracy in the Constitution. His central chapter on
the framing of the Constitution was entitled “The Const-
tution a Reactionary Document ” In 1t he concluded that the
democratic tendency prevailing at the time of the Revolution
had given way to a period of reaction, during which the Const-
tution was framed as an embodiment of the reactionary spirit.
The framers of the Constitution were not interested in achiev-
mg democracy—government of the people or directly respon-
sible to them; on the contrary this was “the very thing they
wished to avoid.” The primary difficulty of current Progressive
politics, Smith saw, was “that we are trying to make an un-
democratic Constitution the vehicle of democratic rule.”
Although he discussed at length the various devices—the
difficulty of amendment, the complex checks and balances,
and, above all, judicial review—by which the Constitution
was designed to frustrate democracy, Smith did not develop
an economic interpretation of its background. He was con-
tent to say that the members of the Federal Convention
“represented . . . the wealthy and conservative classes, and
had for the most part but little sympathy with the popular
theory of government,” and to suggest, almost as an after-
thought near the end of a long book, that the framers were
“fully alive to the fact that their economic advantages could
be retained only by maintaining their class ascendency in the
government. . . . The Constitution was in form a political
document, but its significance was mainly economic.™

3 The Spirit of American Government (1g07), 28, 20-30, 31, 32,
298-9; I have used the John Harvard Library edition, a photo-
duplicated version with a valuable introduction by Cushing
Strout. Beard’s attitude toward Smith’s book was curiously aloof,
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Within a few years, Smith’s book achieved a wide recog-
nitlon, especially among the followers of Robert M La Follette,
and won a larger readership, as Cushing Strout has remarked,
than Herbert Croly’s The Promise of American Life, which has
had much more attention from bistorians Many years later,
V L Parrington concluded that in historical terms, “perhaps
the chief contrfbution of the Progressive movement to Amer-
ican political thought was its discovery of the essentially un-
democratic nature of the federal constitution ™

Although the “undemocratic” character of the Constitu-
tlon was a reveladon to some Progressive thinkers, they were
not in fact making a sharp break with their conservative
predecessors Indeed, the limited regard of the Founding
Fathers for popular democracy n the modern sense, which is
inescapable to anyone who reads any conslderable portion of
their writings, could hardly be {gnored by a scholar The real
issue was what one might choose to make of it. During the
long era of predominantly conservative politics from the close
of the Civil War to the opening of the Progressive era, the
facts of the matter were well known to conservative schol-
ars and publicists The respectable Mugwump intellectuals,
the hard-currency men, the no-nonsense Republicans, the en-
lightened readers of Godkins Nation, cormmonly considered
that the Founding Fathers had tmed to erect barders against
direct popular rule, and they applauded them for it Smith
himself drew heavily on the wntings of J B McMaster, one
of the most conservative of men, and McMaster himself wag in
a long line of Federalist historlans What the Progressive
writers did was to take this staple argument of the conserva-
tives and stand 1t on its head Told that contemporary asser-

as though he did not want to be ldentified with Smith's impas-
sloned view of the framers His preface, which deals most gen.
erously with many other precursors, does not discuss Smith’s
book et all, and thers {s only one casual citation of Smith {p 156)
in the entire book on the Constitntion. Beard hed resd Smith's
book at the tima of ftg publication and wrote @ brief review of i,
(Political Sclence Quarterly, 23 (1908), 136-7) which Is wholly
Teportorial, containing not a single word of evaluation, agres-
mient, or disagreement. Many years later Beard wrote a letter
expreasing his edmiration for Smith, howeyger Strout, "Introduc.
e, -
uction to Smith’s posthumousl blished G
and Decadence of Comstitutional Gavemment’(xﬁo). xi.
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tions of democracy were wrong because they wiolated the
wisdom of the Fathers, the Progressives were now beginning
to answer that the Fathers, and with them the Constitution,
had been wrong because they tried to stand in the way of the
march of democracy. But this argument rested on a distinet
agreement as to what the Fathers had been up to. Both sides
—with different ends in mind-—were prepared to make the
American public face up to the contradiction between its
reverence for the Constitution and its passion for democracy.

The realism of the conservatives harks back, no doubt,
to the hardy realism of the Founding Fathers themselves, and
1t is echoed at times in the political thought and the historiog-
raphy of the nineteenth century, especially among writers of
the Federalist-Whig-Republican traditon In the early 1850%
Richard Hildreth, wnting in this tradition, had anticipated the
broad outlines of Beard’s argument. Later, a conventional
writer like John Fiske did not hesitate to say in his famous
book on The Critical Period of Amenican History (1888)
that “scarcely any” of the framers entertained “what we
should now call extreme democratic views,” though he was not
interested in making a point of 1t Woodrow Wilson, in his
Diuvision and Reunion (18g93) put it sharply: “The federal
government was not by intention a democratic government.
In plan and structure it had been meant to check the sweep
and power of popular majorties. . . . The government had, in
fact, been onginated and orgamzed upon the initiative and
primarily 1t the interest of the mercantile and wealthy classes
+ .+ It had been urged to adoption by a minority, under the
concerted and aggressive leadership of able men representing
a ruling class...a strong and intelligent class possessed of
umty and informed by a conscious solhidarity of matenal
interest.” William Graham Sumner, an arch-conservative who
was never to be outdone in bluff realism, saw the whole course
of American history as a conflict between the democratic
spirit of the country and its inherited institutions, which were
shaped by the legacy of aristocracy and the imperatives of
industrialism. “The Constitution-makers,” he asserted in an
essay written in 1896 or 1897, “were under an especial dread
of democracy, which they identified with the anarchism of the
pericd of 1783-1787. They therefore established by the Con-
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stitution a set of institutions which are restrictions of de-
mocracy ” But since the whole gerdus of the country had been
democratic, “down thmugh our history, the democratic
temper of the people has been at war with the Constitutional
insttutions " Henry Jones Yord, in his remarkable interpreta-
tive work, The Rise and Growth of American Politics (1898)
entitled his chapter on the movement for the Constitution
“The Conservative Reaction,” his chapter on its structure “The
Restoration,” and his chapter on ite philosophy, "Class Rule ”
“The constitutional history of the United States,” he wrote,
*begins with the establishment of the government of the
masses by the classes 3

Duning the 1890’s, as radicals made increasingly pointed
attacks upon the vested interests, this traditionalist conserva-
tive answer had been asserted with partcular force In dis-
cussing the mentality of the bench and bar in this period,
Amold Paul has remarked on the tendency “of conservative
spokesmen, in their attempts to hold the line judicially agatnst
majoritarian protest, to insist that the Consttution.makers
themselves were great anti-majoritanans and that to be true
to the Constitution, the judiciary had no alternative but to
apply ant-‘majoritarian interpretations” This was certainly
true of the single most provocative judicial declsion of the
1890's, the case of Pellock v Farmers’ Loan and Trust Co ,in
which the Supreme Court invalidated a federal income tax
Delivering the opinfon of the Court, Chief Justice Fuller in-
voked the spirlt of the Founding Fathers as evidence for his
Interpretation of a key clause of the Constitution, infernng
that it was “manifestly designed  to Prevent an attack upon
accumulated property by mere force of numbers.” By the turn
of the century this perspective on the Founding Fathers was
hardly an obscure one In one of the first of the modern text-
books on American palitical thought, Professor Charles E
Merrlam (himself no conservative), writing in 1903, mcor-
porated it in a very matter-of-fact way He laid down the
Ealisﬁe approzch to the thought of the early national period,

EJohn Fiske,
Wilson, mﬁﬁ"ﬁiﬁmﬂ"ﬁﬁﬁ 'nl-g?)%v?uz&n“ém
umner, Ettays 1T, 34950 and a40-50 passim, Henry Jones Ford,

‘i;il;ga‘::i::nd Growth Of American POhﬁc' (1398)0 59 61: 84, 71,
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much as it was to appear in Smith’s book, and dealt with the
thought of the Constitution under the caption, “The Reac-
tionary Movement 7 The view of the ideas of the Fathers ex-
pressed by Smuth and later to be repeated by Beard was thus
well on its way to becoming a textbook stereotype a full decade
before Beard’s book—and was indeed incorporated, as we
shall see, into Beard’s own textbook on government published
in 1g10. This may help to explain why so few scholars actually
shared the sense of outrage provoked in other quarters by
Beard’s argument.

IV

Though some Progressive writers were disposed to deal
with the Constitution as a philosophical dispute over political
theory without close regard to its economic aspects, the same
could not be said of the socialist writers who began to make
a mark on American thought at about the same time. Among
the works by contemporary socialists, Beard cited three that
he thought “deserve study”: A M. Simons’s Social Forces in
American History (1911) and two books by the muckraker
Gustavus Myers, History of the Great American Fortunes
(xgog) and History of the Supreme Court (1g912). Simons, a
former pupil of Turner's who like Beard had taken his cues
from O G. Libby and who had read J Allen Smith, set forth
a view of the Constitution that reads like a caricature of
Beard’s, couched in the language of vulgar Marxism. Though
Simons was Marxist enough to conclude that the “small ruling
class” that made the Constitution stood for progress because it
brought about a historically necessary unified government, he

¢ Arnold Paul, Conservative Crisis and the Rule of Law Attitudes
of Bar and Bench, 188y-18g5 (1g60), 199 n; cf. 28, 8o-1, 1001,
203—4. For Fuller see 157 US 582-3, for Mernam, American
Political Ideas (1903), chapter iii

Although this view of the matter was becoming a common-
place, I do not mean to say that all Progressives shared it. Herbert
Croly thought the adoption of the Constitution the proudest tri-
umph of.American history, even though he was quite prepared to
admit that the Fathers, “in giving some effect to thelr distrust of
the democratic principle,” were gmlty of “a grave error,” and
bequeathed “a grave misfortune” to the American state The
Promise of American Life (1gog), 33; cf. 31-8
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also used the moral accents of the Popuhsts and Progressives
“The organic Jaw of this nation was formulated in secret
sesslon by a body called into existence through a conspiratory
trick, and was forced upon a disfranchised people by means
of a dishonest apportionment in order that the interests of a
small body of wealthy rulers might be served " Myers was con-
tent to say in his book on great American fortunes only that the
Constitution “was so drafted as to take as much direct power
from the people as the }landed and trading interests dared,”
but he grew more expliclt in the later work. He gave a great
deal of attentlon to the economic interests of some of the
Founding Fathers and thelr associates, made much of the
secrecy In which the Consttution was drafted, as well as
the superior power of the wealthy and educated classes to per-
suade Unlike Beard, he put particular emphasis on great land-
holders, as opposed to creditors “The Constitution,” he wrote,
“was a product of a conventlon composed mostly of manorial
lords or their attorneys and mouthpieces,” whose system
pointed to a “continuation of the old rule by the great land
owners aud traders ” The Founding Fathers were quite aware
of their direct economic interest in the Comstitutfon, and
“made no pretense ghout it in the candar of their private
arcle Their acts reveal that the special interests they
were furthering were those of 2 particular class, and that clasg
thefr own ™ After this high rhetorical ground had been oc-
cupled, Beard's work might well have heen looked upon by
those who had read Myers as a recesmon to a more genteel
account of the events

It is fronfc that the work of Testating and popularizing
the economic interpretation of history for Americans and
sounding its implications for the Progressive mind was taken
up not by any socialist writer, but by Beard's Colurnbia col-
league E R. A Seligman A member of a New York banking
family, a distinguished authority on taxation, and past pres-
dent of the American Economic Association, Seligman wasg
perhaps the ideal man to acquamt American scholars with
a doctrine tainted by its assoctation with Marx. In 1901 Selip-

I Simons, Social Forces in American Hirtory (1g11
History of the Great American Fortunes, 643 é!.gna;lqga;ﬁr"tgt%
of the Supreme Court (1p13), 133, g2
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man began publishing in the Political Science Quarterly a
series of essays which he found to be m such wide demand
that he expanded them into a Iittle book. The Economic Inter-
pretation of History (1902) was, in the main, a sympathetic
exposition of this side of Marx’s thought, based upon a wide
acquaintance with recent Continental literature on the sub-
ject While emphasizing that Marx was not alone in having
seen the centrality of economic forces in historical develop-
ment, Seligman not only gave him credit for the most fully
developed statement of the idea but also treated him with a
degree of respect that must have been refreshing to the young
insurgent scholars. “It 1s safe to say,” he asserted, “that no
one can study Marx as he deserves to be studied—and, let us
add, as he has hitherto not been studied in England or in
America—without recognizing the fact that, perhaps with the
exception of Ricardo, there has been no more original, no
more powerful, and no more acute intellect in the entire his-
tory of economic science.”™®

The version of the economic interpretation that Seligman
was prepared to defend was the same version, amended and
clarified by Engels not very many years before in letters that
have become classics of the Marxist canon—that is, a version
purged of certain exaggerations and crudities that had some-
times crept into its earlier formulation. Attempting to clanfy
his own (and Marx’s) understanding of the idea, Engels had
been at pains to state that the economic force was not to be
regarded as the only causal agent in history, but that there
was a reciprocal interaction between pohitical, legal, rehgious,
philosophical ideas and the economic foundation. In this
two-way process, the efficacy of these ideal forms was not de-
nied, and it was only asserted that in “the last instance” the
decisive factor in history was the economic factor, Seligman’s
own formulation of the thesis, cited by Beard and endorsed
with the remark that it “seems as nearly axiomatic as any
proposition in social science can be,” is hardly more than a
transcript of Engels- “The existence of man depends upon his
ability to sustain himself, the economic life is therefore the
fundamental condition of all life Since human life, however,
is the life of man 1n soclety, individual existence moves within

8 The Economic Interpretation of History (1902), 56.
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the framework of the soclal structure and is modified by it
What the conditions of maintenance are to the individual,
the stmflar relations of production and consumption are to the
community To economic causes, therefore, must be traced in
the last instance those transformations In the structure of
society which themselves condition the relations of social
classes and the various manifestations of social life ™

For ane whose primary interest i3 in the development of
the Progressive mind, however, a careful reading of Selig-
man’s book will help to make evident the meaning of the
economic Interpretation of history to many Progressive
thinkers it satsfied at once thelr craving for “realism” and
their desire for a doctrine of progress What Seligman did in
his book was to dissociate the econemic interpretation of his-
tory from Marx's specific doctrines about the nature and in-
evitable fate of capitalism and from his single-minded
comrnitment to the proletariat as the carrier of the future In
this way, Sellgman was able to detach the economic interpreta-
tion from its socialist moorings and make it avaflable to liberal
historfang for whom it became the counterpart in historical
thinking of their pluralistic approach to the state The con-
nection between the economic interpretation of history and
socialism, Seligman argued, was not intringic hut mare ar less
accldental—resting upon the fact that both had received thefr
aptest formulation by the same man But it iy quite possible,
he argued reasonably, to accept the economic interpretation of
history, which s descriptive, without artiving at Marx's so-
claligt conclusions, which ave teleological and prescriptive One
may even accept the reality of the class struggle without con-
cluding that its end is socialism, as long as one does not accept
Marx's economics In fact, he went on, one may say that a
truly sophisticated empirical verslon of the economic inter-
pretatlon of history, because it teaches that economic changes
trangform soclety by slow and gradual steps, makes the cata-
strophic and revolutionary aspects—{ e, the soctalist aspects
~0of Maxx's theorles appear ta be exceedingly naive The idea

PIbid, 64, 142, 5, f Beard, Economic Interpretation Com
pare Engelys Jetters to J 'Bloch (18g0) and 4 éti?i"‘mmg
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of a sudden revolutionary transition from private property and
private imtiative to collective ownership seems then to fly in
the face of the lessons of history !

What was appealing to Seligman—and, we may guess, to
many Progressives-—about the economic interpretation of his-
tory was that it provided a doctrine of progress. And “prog-
ress,” indeed, is a word that occurs over and over again m
Seligman’s book. The Iiberal bourgeors version of the economic
interpretation of history seemed to promise that, with the in-
creasing accumulation of capital and the increasing develop-
ment of a social surplus over the bare needs of the population,
the matenal foundations would be laid for further social and
moral progress along lines then being advocated by many re-
formers This doctrine, Seligman triumphantly asserted, does
not try to rule out the efficacy of moral forces 1n history but
“endeavors only to show that in the records of the past the
moral uplift of humanity has been closely connected with its
social and economic progress, and that the ethical ideals of
the community, which can alone bring about any lasting ad-
vance 1 civilization, have been erected on, and rendered pos-
sible by, the solid foundation of material prosperity.” Those
who are familiar with that strain of Progressive thought repre-
sented by Sumon Patten and Walter Weyl, 1n which hopes for
the future were founded upon the availability of a social sur-
plus, will readily appreciate the congeniality of this concep-
tion of history to the Progressive mind. The main contribution
of socialism to the liberal thought of the Progressive era came
through this urbane but somewhat denatured verston of the
economic interpretation of history

v

A final element that entered into the background of
Beard's book was the development of sociological jurispru-
dence, which was given particularly sharp relevance by the
current controversy over the role of the courts Many thought-
ful jurists had recently become aware of changes in the social

11Ibid, 24, 105-10
Z2Ibid, 133-4.
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foundations of Jaw The beginnngs of this awareness in the
United States can probably be traced back as far as 1881 when
Oliver Wendell Holmes published his Common Low Holmes
had been concerned to establish very clearly the difference,
too ouch slurred over, between one’s theories about what the
law ought to be and the law as it actually existed. As it was
the business of the practicing lawyer to advise his client what
to do or not to do without moralizing but by trying to predict
what in fact the courts would decide, so it was the business of
the legal theorist or histonan to concern himself with the
actual lustorical forces that lay behind legal precepts and de-
cisions As legal thinkers became more and more aware of the
changing soclal context of the law, affected by the problems
of industry and urban life, Holmes's view of the matter gained
ground Thoughtful jurists were beginning to interpret the
judicial process, and indeed all juristic events, in the light of
the underlying soctal and psychological farces Judges were
no longer seen as sacrosanct figures incorporating the moral
sense of the community into 1aw, but rather as former coTpora-
tion lawyers in black robes—men of fiesh and blood making
difficult decisions, and often making them agafnst the pubhe
interest “Public thought and feeling bave changed,” wrote
Roscoe Pound in an article which Beard cited as a good
sample of the new jurisprudence, “and, whatever the Jaw in
the books, the law {n action has changed with them” “The
histary of juristic thought tells us nothing unless we know the
social forces that lay behing §t.”

This realistic, and at times iconoclastic, approach to the
faw had become linked in the minds of other critics with the
demand for reform in the courts themselves, and these critics
In turn raised some provocative questions about the Constitu-
Hon For a gemeration the courts had been in the habit of
throwing out or crippling important social legislation, often
;1;1 thg grounds of its inconsistency with the Constitution. n

€ 1890’s many people had been outraged when the Supreme
Court fnvalidated g federal income tax law Then in 1go5 in

———
3 Pound, “Law (g Books and Law in "
view, 44 (1910), a1, 24 W in Action,” American Law Re.
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v. United States had done the same to a federal law penalizing
employers who required that workers not join unions. At a
time when reformers were frequently writing remedial laws
into the books only to see them erased by judicial decisions,
the mtransigence of the state and federal courts took on the
same passionately controversial character as 1t had in the
days of the Alien and Sedition Acts or the Dred Scott case, and
as it was to do again under the New Deal. Progressives were
not usually disposed to think that property rights and social
progress were wholly urreconcilable, but the courts were be-
ginning to make them wonder. Inevitably, they began to look
more closely into the nature of the judicial process, to con-
clude that the courts must no longer be regarded as sacre-
sanct, and to try to find ways of curbing their power. The
boldest among them began to argue that constitutions them-
selves were not sacrosanct, that the making of a constitution
was not a sacrament but a pohitical act like other political
acts. Since it was the work of thoroughly human men with all
the human failings, there was less reason to resist changing it.

Theodore Roosevelt, returning to politics 1n 1910 with a
refurbished radical public 1mage, had demanded the popular
recall of state judicial decisions. This proposal, which con-
vinced some of his former friends that he had lost his mind,
suggested to horrified conservatives that the wave of Progres-
sive insurgency was now about to break over the last bulwark
of property rights, the court system, and brought to a head
the argument over judicial power. The air was filled with pro-
posals, of varymg degrees of radicalism, for Hmiting the power
of the judiciary and brnging government closer to the popular
will, Some writers, like J. Allen Smith, had already been
harsh with the practice of judicial review of laws; the years
from 1911 to 1914 saw the publication of many more such
books—among them F. J. Goodnow’s Social Reform and the
Constitution, W. L. Ransom’s Majority Rule and the Judiciary,
Gustavus Myers’s History of the Supreme Court, Brooks
Adams's The Theory of Social Revolutions, and, not least,
Beard’s The Supreme Court and the Constitution.

Among the works by other writers, the one that must
command our attention is Goodnow’s, the only one that pre-
ceded Beard’s, it was a study for which he had great regard.
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Goodnow, some years Beard’s senior on the Columbia faculty,
had already made a distinguished reputation as a pioneer in
administrative law Although not a radical by temperament,
he was troubled by the thought that twentleth-century United
States was governed by elghteenth-century precepts, and
hence was caught between a virtually unamendable Consti-
tuton and wholly unamenable judges Thus far the Constitu-
tion In 1ts present form had been a substantial bar “to the
adoption of the most important soclal reform measures which
have been made parts of the reform program of the most
progressive peoples of the present days " He urged that in con-
stitutional law judges should forsake general theores that
were applied at all times and under all circumstances in favor
of a more opportunistic spirit that gave heed to the pressure
of social change Such an opportunism would be consonant
with the lessons that were being taught by the philosophical
pragmatists The impulse behind it had also been strengthened
“by the theory of the economic interpretation of history which
of recent years has been received with so much favor " Seeing
constitutional law entirely subordinated to the demands of
defenders of the status quo, and finding the United States
almost alone among the moderm nations in being denied the
possibility of social change because of its judicial institutions,
Goodnow was trying to find a way to persuade the courts to
take a more liberal view of consttutional interpretation and
to adopt a moderate, flexible doctrne of constitutional law
that could be reconciled with progress ¢

One historical issue that was raised very frequently was
whether the Supreme Court had been intended by the Found-
Ing Fathers to have the power to declare acts of Congress up-
constitutional or whether John Marshall had usurped this
power when he first asserted it in Marbury v Madison Beard
entered this debate in 1912 with his little book, The Supreme
Court and the Constitution What his original expectaton
was can be disputed Many years later, when F.D R.’s proposal
for court reform was under debate, Raymond Moley, who had
been a student of Beard's in 1915, remembered hearing that
Beard had at first hoped to prove that the Court's power of

4 Social Reform and the Constitution -
343, and passim (1811), ¥, 3-6, 15-16, 333,
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judicial review was not planned by the Fathers—a view that
accords with Beard’s Progressive sympathies in 1g12 and his
admiration for T.R.—but that the historical evidence pushed
Beard to the opposite conclusion. Beard never confirmed
Moley’s recollection, and in a brief introduction to the 1938
edition merely recorded his satisfaction that the book had
itself become a historical influence and added rather decep-
tively that “for practical purposes [it] settled the controversy.”
One can only suggest that if Moley was right, and if Beard
had imagined in 1g12 that the undemocratic features of ju-
dicial review had made the principle unpalatable to the Found-
ing Fathers, he must have forgotten what he had read m J.
Allen Smith or what he himself had wintten only a few years
before. In the first edition (1910) of his college textbook,
American Government and Politics, Beard had gone on at con-
siderable length about the impatience of the Fathers with un-
checked popular rule, and indeed the very same passages now
seemed so appropriate that he used them again without
change 1 his new work.

At any rate, Beard’s findings were clear encugh. exam-
ining in detail the views of the twenty-five most active and
effective members of the Federal Convention, as well as some
other evidence, he concluded that the Founding Fathers had
indeed meant the Court to have the power to invalidate acts of
Congress. The problem was 1n fact somewhat more intricate,
the evidence considerably less clear than Beard thought, his
use of his sources more high-handed than he would ever
admit.® Even now the evidence does not yleld an easy expla-
nation, though the weight of most subsequent scholarship
rests with Beard’s conclusions.

The immensely complex issue of judicial review cannot
detain us here. What i1s most pertinent is the chapter of
Beard’s little book entitled “The Spirit of the Constitution,”
because it casts such an unexpected light on the book on the
Constitution which was to appear only a year afterward In
this chapter Beard, very much in the manner of J. Allen

5 See, for example, Westin’s Introduction to the 1962 edition, also
E S. Corwin’s original review, American Political Science Review,
7, 320-31 and the same author’s book, Court over Constitution

(x938), chapter i, also Louis B Boudin, Government by Judictary
(1932), I, 568-83 and passim.
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Smith, reviews the fundamentally conservative climate of
opinion in which the Constituton was framed. But what
arrests our attention, particularly in the light of shrill accu-
sations later levied against Beard—that in 1913 he was merely
trying to discredit the Founding Fathers—is the very positive
termos in which, in 1912, he portrayed their aims, motives,
capacitles, and frame of mind It is true that at one point he
declared that the groups behind the Constitution had grown
“more and more determined to reconstruct the political system
in such a fashion as to make it subserve their permanent in-
terests ” But he refrained from suggesting that there was any-
thing reprehensible about this, he even wrote in other passages
about this defense of their permanent interests in terms that
should have been palatable to his most conservative readers
The Constitution-makers, he said, represented “the solid, con-
servative, commercial and financial interests of the country,”
who had been “made desperate by the imbecilities of the Con-
federation ” It was they who stood for “strength and efficlency
in government.” Their opponents, who stood for its “popular
aspects,” and who numbered among themselves some radicals
who were suspiclous of all government, had “pushed to the
extreme limits” certain doctrines of tndividual rights tnherited
from England “Anyone who reads the economic history of the
time,” he asserted with all apparent sympathy, “will see why
the solid conservative interests of the country were weary of
talk about the ‘rights of the people’ and bent upon establishing
firm guarantees for the rights of property ” The members of
the federal convention had all had “a practical training in
politics * Washington had learned well the lessons of war and
mastered difficult problems of administration, the two Mor-
rises had distinguished themselves in grappling with financial
problems of unsurpassed difficulty, seven delegates had “gained
wisdom”™ as governors of thelr native states, and twenty-eight
had served in Congress With thetr combined traintog in law,
{iname, administration, and political philosophy, the Fathers

were equal ta the great tagk of constructing a national system
suong enough to defend the country on land and sea, pay
every dollar of the lawful debt, and afford sufficlent guaran-

tees 1o the rights of private Property " One could hardly sur.
Pass this summation Tt {s not merely patdotic pride that
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compels one to assert that never in the history of assemblies
has there been a convention of men richer in polhitical expe-
rience and in practical knowledge, or endowed with a pro-
founder insight into the springs of human action and the
mtimate essence of government. It is imndeed an astounding
fact that at one time so many men skilled in statecraft could
be found on the very frontiers of civilization among a popula-
tion numbering about four mllion whites It is no less a cause
for admiration that their instrument of government should
have survived the trials and crises of a century that saw the
wreck of more than a score of paper constitutions.”

These words of praise, originally wntten in 1910 for
Beard’s textbook in American government, and incorporated
without a single word of revision two years later in his book
on judicial power, may give pause to those who thmk that
An Economuc Interpretation of the Constitution was written in
the spint of muckraking, and in that spirit alone Was it pos-
sible that in asserting and then reasserting, for a different
and more scholarly audience, these sentiments about the
Founding Fathers, Beard was only writing with tongue in
cheek? Or must we conclude that there were some decisive
ambiguities in the book on the Constitution, ansing from a
genuine ambivalence in its author, and that it was a some-
what more complex piece of communication than it is usually
taken to be?

6 The Supreme Court and the Constitution, Specttum Books ed.
(1962), 85-92. The greater part of pages 85 to g6 of this work
were reprinted, with acknowledgment, from the Igro edition of
American Government and Politics, 34—35, 42—49, these passages
were retained, unchanged, in the revised edition of this book
(1914), which was done after An Econonuc Interpretation of the
Constitution was published,



CHAPTER 6

The Constitution as an
Economic Document

In short, it was a war between business

and populism
—Charles A Beard, 1913

Wih justification they looked upon the
cutcome as the triumph of reason over force
the power of the people fo govern them-
selves on a continental scale by peaceful con-
stitutional processes
—Charles A and Mary R Beard, 1g44

I

n Economic Interpretation of the Constitution begins with
A a bref chapter which tells us what the book s against
1t does not question the morels of the Founding Fathers or the
merits of the Constitution as a framework of government,
rather it attacks certain types of historical interpretation
When one congiders this chapter against the intellectual back-
ground of the era, it suddenly becomes clear what Beard be-
lieved he was doing he was trylng to write a kind of history
that the adult mind could respect. The critical intelligentsia
had arrived on the scene, too secular to take seriously the old
providential explanations of events, too worldly and too free
of chauvinism to believe in past notions about special racial
aptitudes for self-government, too demanding to think that
the claims of sclence could be met by the “impartial” presenta-
tlon of naked facts, too realistic to be content with such
abstractions as the juristic theory of the state The word “ab-
stract” keeps recurring when Beard is telling us what he dis-
likes, and when he tells what he stands for, we read of
“explanation” and “slgnificance”—two of Turner's favarite
words—but above all of “the critical spirit,” “critical inter-
pretation,” and “critical analysis ™ If we are to try to catch in

207
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a phrase or two the enduring essence of Beard's contribution
to the study of American history—that which remains when
all the valid criticisms of his work have been taken into ac-
count—it is that, along with Turner, he did most to put his
fellow historians not merely to the retelling of stories but to
the study of problems; and that, even more than Turner, he
tried to insure that the problems would be studied in an emi-
nently critical way.

Having stated his rejection of the naive providential m-
terpretations of a Bancroft, the racism of the Teutonic school,
and the narrow empiricism of the anti-interpretative histon-
ans, Beard goes on to acknowledge his affihations with the
Turner school, especially its receptivity to economic interpreta-
tion, and with the intellectual realisim of sociological jurnspru-
dence. But above all he reaches back to one of the Founding
Fathers to establish a traditional base for his argument “The
inquiry which follows,” he writes, “is based upon the political
science of James Madison”, and, quotng Madison’s formula-
tion of his views in Number 10 of The Federalist, he endorses
it as “a masterly statement of the theory of economic deter-
minism in politics.” Beard’s own version then follows: “Differ-
ent degrees and kinds of property inevitably exist in modern
society; party doctrines and ‘principles’ onginate in the senti-
ments and views which the possession of varjous kinds of
property creates in the minds of the possessors; class and
group divisions based on property lie at the basis of modern
government; and politics and constitutional law are inevitably
a reflex of these contending interests.”

With the argument thus posed, Beard surveys economic
and social interests as they stood in 1787, traces the move-
ment for the Constitution to those interests most adversely
affected under the Articles of Confederation, and gives a short
account of limitations on the right to vote. The movement for
the Constitution he attributes to those interests concerned to
see the government control a revenue sufficient to pay the in-

1 An Economic Interpretation, 15-16 It was in fact one of the
achievements of Beard’s book to discover the importance of The
Federalist Number 10, which had hitherto not received much
discussion See Douglass Adair, “The Tenth Federalist Revisited,

William and Mary Quarterly, 8 (1951), 48-67.
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terest and princtpal of the public debt, to those seeking com-
mercial regulations advantageous to shippers, manufacturers,
and speculators in public lands, and to those seeking to pro-
hibit the state legislatures from resorting to paper money or
to acts interfering with the obligations of contracts Then
comes a long chapter, taking up more than a fourth of the
whole, tracng the economic interests and holdings of each
member of the Federal Convention and giving special atten-
tion to their public secunities about which Beard had un-
covered wmuch new evidence in dusty old Treasury Department
records, hitherto unused We Jearn that a majority of the
framers were lawyers and most came from towns on or near
the coast, that not one was drawn from the small farming or
mechanic class, and that the overwhelming majorty, “at
least five-sixths,” were directly and personally interested in
the outcome of thefr labors, being economic beneficlaries of
the adoption of the Constituhon We learn that forty of the
fifty-five who attended had public securities, twenty-four of
them 11 amounts over $5,000, and that fourteen had person-
alty invested in lands for speculation, twenty-four had maney
loaned at interest, eleven were investors in mercantile, manu-
fi\:ruﬂng, or shipping businesses, and fifteen were owners of
slaves

After Beard explains the econamic immplications of the
Constitution, he briefly surveys the political doctrines of the
framers, stressing their suspiclons of majority rule and their
“frank recognition of clasg mights " In the four closing chapters
he reviews the fight over ratification m the several states, at-
tempting to establish an economic demarcation between the
friends and foes of the Conatitution—a “deep-seated conflict”
between “a conservative party centered 1n the towns and rest-
ing on financial, mercantile, and personal property interests
generally” and *a popular party based on Paper money and
agrarian interests ™

The hasic findings of Beard’s book, to adapt his own sum-
mary of his conclusfons, were as follows the movement for
the Constitution was arganized by the upper classes whose

Y An Economie Interpretation, aga



210 THE PROGRESSIVE HISTORIANS

investments had been unfavorably affected under the Articles
of Confederation—namely, those with money on loan, owners
of public securities, and those interested in trade, shipping,
or the development of manufactures. Men with a direct per-
sonal stake in the outcome of the event initiated the move for
a new Constitution, and the members of the Philadelphia Con.
vention that framed it were, with few exceptions, directly and
personally interested in economic advantages anticipated from
the new system Smmilar interests pushed the new Constitu.
tion through the state ratifying conventions. The Constitution,
as shown both by its provisions and by the explicit statements
of its advocates in the Plladelpha Convention in defense of
property, “was essentially an economic document based upon
the concept that the fundamental private nights of property
are anterior to government and morally beyond the reach of
popular majorities.” Moreover, the process by which the Con-
stitution was adopted was far from democratic. no popular
vote was taken on the proposal to hold a Constitutional Con-
vention in 1787; a “large propertyless mass,” being altogether
unrepresented under prevailing suffrage restrictions, was ex-
cluded from a voice in framing the Constitution; and in s
ratification by the states about three-fourths of the adult males
failed to vote either because of their ignorance or indifference
to the issue or their disfranchisement by property quabfica-
tions. The Constitution was ratfied by a vote of probably not
more than one sixth of the adult males, and even then it 15
doubtful that a majority of the voters who did participate in
five of the thirteen states actually approved ratification of the
Constitution. The ratification contest aligned on one side sub-
stantial personalty interests—i.e., holders of liquid capital—
against realty interests, the small farmers and debtors, on the
other. The Constitution was thus not created by the “whole
people,” which was a fiction of the jurists; nor by the states,
which was a fiction of Southern nullifiers; but was “the work
of a consolidated group whose interests knew no state bound-
aries and were truly national in their scope.”™
3Ibid, 324-5 In counterposing “personalty”—an awkward term
—to realty, Beard was adopting old legal language But by per-

sonalty it was clear that he meant liquid capital available for
investment.
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So much has been sald about the suhstance of the argu-
ment in Beard's hook that we may be in danger of forgetting
that it was an innovation in form, in American experience a
new historical genre 1t was not a narrative history, the narra-
tive detall was stripped to the bare minimum necessary to
remind the reader of the essentlal facts It was not tricked out
with any of the side effects used by popular historians to pro-
vide color or *human interest ” It was a scholady monograph,
austere and astringent in form The monograph, of course,
was by now a familiar product of professional scholarship
But Beard's book, probably the first truly exciting monograph
In the history of Amexican historlography, achleved its excite-
ment solely through the force and provocation of its argu-
ment

1t represented a significant departure too because of its
systematlc procedure, though here it probably owed much to
the efforts of the Turper school to answer general questions
by the systematic ordering of histarical materials This side of
the hook is best {llustrated by its long central chapter survey-
ing the holdings and interests of the members of the Phila-
delphis Convention and thus placing them in the tissue of
thelr economic soclety This technique of collective bography
~the idea of taking the entire personnel associated with an
event or grouped in a parliamentary body at a given moment
and of examining thelr relevant characteristics as a way of
shedding light on the soclal situation they refract—was a
methed of great potentlaliles Even when one admits that
Beard's particular execution of it was far fram sound, one
can see that he antlclpated by a full generation both the
career-line studies of modern soclalogists and the basle idea
of “structural history” that has come to be associated with the
name of Sir Lewis Namier This technique is both promising
and dangerous promising because it offers a way of disci-
plining fmpressionistic insights by the orderly marshaling of
evidence, dangerous because its results, being susceptible to
statistical statement, and having a delusive appearance of
definiteness and finality, can cause the historian who makes a
single impottant interpretative oversight to build his error
firrnly into the structure of a whole system of interpretation
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It is also of some consequence here that a kind of anti-intellec.
tualism—a disposition to downgrade or ignore the significance
of ideas—has been charged against both Namier and Beard,

11

Only a few scholars were shocked by Beard’s book—after
all, so much of what he had to say had been said before—and
its academic reception was on the whole quite favorable But
many outside the academy were outraged. A committee of
the New York Bar Association summoned Beard to appear
before it, and took his refusal, he said, as “contempt of court”
Former President William H. Taft denounced the book m
public and suggested to one of his correspondents that Beard
would have been more satisfied by the Constutution if it had
been drafted by “dead beats, out-at-the-elbows demagogues,
and cranks who never had any money.” “Filthy lies and rotten
perversions . . . libelous, vicious, and damnable in its mnflu-
ence,” was the verdict of Warren G. Harding’s paper, the
Marion Star, which ran a story on it under the headlne:
“SCAVENGERS, HYENA-LIKE, DESECRATE THE GRAVES
OF THE DEAD PATRIOTS WE REVERE.” Justice Holmes,
whose famous thrust, “The Fourteenth Amendment does not
enact Mr. Herbert Spencer’s Social Statics,” was cited with
gratitude in Beard’s opeming chapter, took occaslon years
afterward to tell the author that he had not become exercised
about the book “but had supposed that it was intended to
throw light on the nature of the Constitution, and, m his opin-
ion, did so in fact.” Holmes’s letters, however, suggest that
he thought it threw a deep shadow on the Constitution. In
1916 he had written to Sir Frederick Pollock that one needed
no such evidence as Beard’s to believe that the framers “be-
Ionged to the well-to-do classes and had the wviews of their
clags. The writer disclaims the imputation of self-seeking
motives yet deems it important to constate all the facts. Ex-
cept for a covert sneer I can’t see anything in it so far.” Years
later, after further reflection, he still thought the book a
“rather ignoble though most painstaking investigation of the
investients of the leaders, even if disclaimed. . . . Belittling
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arguments always have a force of thelr own, but you and 'I'
believe that high-mindedness is not impossible to man,
Holmes also wrote disparagingly of the hook in 1916 to Harold
Laskl, and a dozen years later repeated that it was a “hum-
bug”. “I thought Beard's book on that theme a stinker, for all
its patlent research For notwithstanding the disavowal of
personal Innuendo, it encouraged and I suspect was meant to
encourage the notion that personal interests on the part of the
prominent members of the Convention accounted for the atti-
tude they took.” Lask!’s respanse to Holmes has its fumny side,
especially when we recall his essay in the New Hepublic's
symposium of 1938 on Books That Changed Our Minds, in
which Laski reported that the works of Beard and Parrington
had “opened windows for me into the significance of the Amer-
ican tradition as no other books since Tocqueville” In 1916,
replying to Holmes's strictures, Laski had written “I found
the book dull, and the considerations a little thin, but I liked
his honesty and his serious attention to the documents And
it was a relief to get away from the revelation granted by God
to Alexander Hamflton early in 1787.™
What shocked or frritated many readers was the most
novel of Beard's findings his emphasia on the holdings of the
Founding Fathers in public securities, and the inginuation
that their faterest tn the new frame of government arose in
good part out of their expectation that these gecurites would
be worth more under a stranger national system Was Beard
simply trying to say that the Founding Fathers were trying to
Iine their own pockets? Or only that they saw public isgues
as they did because they had certain kinds of interests? Was
he casting a crude muckraker’s imputation on thefr motives,
40n the reception of the book, see Beard, ibid, vitl-ix, Robert E,
Brown, Charles Reard and the Constitution (1955), aff, Erc
Go » “The Ovigins of Beard s Economic Interpretation of the
Constirution,” Journal of the History of Ideas, 13 (April, 1953),
244~% On Holmes and Laskd, see Holmes-Pollock Letters (1p41),
I, 137, II, 223 and Holmnhnk{ Letters (1953), I‘ 45; H’ 1oy,
Beard cherished a certain understandnble resentment about
the public reception of his book. Wrting in 1517 to Arthur M,
thluingn about the latter’s forthcoming dissertation, he warned
“Don’t sty ¢ word in title or text ghout econamic Interpretation
Or axpects Iflandragwthehhwﬂalbunltjmtgivutha
mob 2 chance ta yell and to peel you. T know from

Fools who never read 1t will damn L™ Beard to Schlesinger, Ma
¥4, 1917, Schlssinger memotr, Columbia Oral History Proia.:t', 294’
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or was he trying to offer an economic and sociological account
of their ideas?

The book can be read either way, though in the long run
it was only the latter mterpretation that Beard himself was
willing to defend. In the 1935 edition he denied that he had
accused the members of the Federal Convention of “working
merely for their own pockets.” He pomted to a passage m
which he said: “The purpose of such an inquiry is not, of
course, to show that the Constitution was made for the per-
sonal benefit of the members of the Convention. Far from
it. . . . The only point considered here is ‘Did they represent
distinct groups whose economic interests they understood and
felt in concrete, definite form through their own personal ex-
perience with 1dentical property rights, or were they workng
merely under the guidance of abstract principles of political
science?’ ” This is rather cagily put. one might imagine that
the alternatives need not be so drastic and that there were
additional issues. But it does seem to disavow the crudest in-
terpretation of Beard’s data. There was another passage of
the original text which Beard might also have cited, had he
chosen, but which he may have thought embarrassingly equiv-
ocal. In closing his long chapter on the economic interests of
members of the Convention, he remarks.5 “It cannot be said,
therefore, that the members of the Convention were ‘disinter-
ested.’ On the contrary, we are forced to accept the profoundly
significant conclusion that they knew through their personal
experiences in economic affairs the precise results which the
new government that they were setting up was designed to
attain. As a group of doctrinaires, like the Frankfort assembly
of 1848, they would have failed miserably, but as practical
men they were able to build the new government upon the
only foundations which could be stable: fundamental eco-
nomic interests.” Thus, while the Fathers cannot be praised
for their disinterestedness, they can be praised for their prac-
ticality, which is seen, unless Beard was writing with tongue
in cheek, as being not merely a private but a civic virtue.

No doubt it would be unfair to foist upon Beard a cruder
version of his thesis than he was prepared to defend, or to over-

5 An Economic Interpretation, 73, I51.
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look his disavowals and qualifications But it is still true that
a reader, even a careful reader, might come away with a con-
trary or at least 2 mixed impression of what Beard was trylng
to say, and 1t was not altogether arbitrary of Holmes to find
“a covert sneer” in the work Beard said clearly, at least once,
that he did not see the Fathers as working for their personal
benefit. But it is only a slight promotion of their motives if we
are asked to think of them as working single-mindedly for the
interests of the groups to which they belonged What con-
clusion are we to draw when Beard asks us, even in the preface
to the 1935 edition, to turn our attentlon to the question

"What interests are behind [theorles] and te whose advantage
will changes or the maintenance of old forms accrue?”, or
when he suggests in the original text that it is not theories of
justice or the general welfare that are behind changes but
that In certain cases “the direct, impelling motive ~ was the
economic advantages which the beneficiarfes expected would
accrue to themseluves first from their action”, or when he tells
us that he is trying to discover which classes and soclal groups,
“from the nature of their property, might have expected to
benefit immediately and definitely by the gverthrow of the old
system and the establishment of the new”, or when he ob-
serves that “the amount gained by public securlty holders
through the adoption of the new system was roughly equiva-
Ient to the value of all the lands lsted for taxadon in Con-
necticut”, or when he reminds us that *some of the leading
men outside of the Convention who labored for an overthrow
of the old system were also directly interested in the results of
their labors”, or when he summarizes his account of the eco-
nomic interests of the members of the Federal Convention by
saylng that “at least five-sixths™ of them “were immediately,
directly, and personally interested in the outcome of their
labors at Philadelphia, and were in a greater or lesser extent
economic beneficiarles from the adoption of the Constitution”,
or when he concludes that the Constitution “was an economic
document drawn with superb skill by men whose property n-
terests were tmmediately at stake, and as such it appealed di-
rectly and unerringly to identical interests n the country at
large”, or when, analyzing the vote on the Constitution, he
finds its advocates to be “for the most part, men of the game
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practical type [as the members of the Convention] with actug]
economic advantages at stake”, or when he describes the move-
ment for the Constitution as having been launched by “a small
and active group of men immediately interested through their
personal possessions in the outcome of therr labors”; or when
he once again describes the members of the Convention as
“with a few exceptions, immediately, directly, and personally
interested m” and deriving “economic advantages” from the es-
tablishment of the Constitution, and says of the advocates of
ratification in the various states that “in large numbers of in-
stances they were also directly and personally interested m the
outcome of their efforts”?8

The book, then, is a document that can be read quite legt-
imately in two ways: either as an attempt to replace an ab-
stract and rarefied version of the origins of constitutional 1deas
with an account founded upon economic and sociological re-
alism, or as a crude essay in economic determinism which
seeks to reduce statecraft to motives of personal gain (or of
class gain so interwoven with personal gain that the distinc-
tion loses importance), and in so doing to cast discredit on the
Fathers. Are we to accept Beard’s one explicit disavowal, or to
follow the many contrary passages interspersed through his
text? My own conclusion 1s that we need do mneither, but
should recognize that the ambiguity in Beards book was,
whatever his conscious strategy, a product of an ambivalence
in his mind and temperament. On one side there was Beard
the reformer, the moralist, the rebel against authority, the
young Beard of Oxford, the Beard who all his days loved the
gadfly’s role, who was influenced not only by the Progressive
hunger for “reality” but also by the iconoclasm, even to a de-
gree the cynicism, of the muckraking milieu, and who 1n his
eagerness to puncture older ways of historical thought could
easily stray mto a rather crude economic reductionism On the
other side was the Beard of Knightstown, reared in solid Re-
publicanism, himself strongly driven to achievement, a man
who admired mastery and control, a scholar disciplned and
inhibited by the ideal of scientific history, an American patriot
who did indeed revere the practical genius of the Founding

6 Ibid , xvii, 17-18, 19, 37, 55, 149, 188, 201, 324-5; all itahcs
are mine
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Fathers and who, in the light of all they accomplished, did not
feel that the self-serving side of their work was an unforgiv-
able flaw or that it should be taken to discredit their state-
craft®

This amblvalence 18 in itself not startling, nar was it